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Seasons of Love 
WINTER 


Carol Lynne 


Book four in the Seasons of Love Series 


Just as the seasons change, so do people. 

After eighteen years together, Sidney Wilks and Grady 
Nash thought their bond was unbreakable, but they are 
about to discover it takes a lot of work to make a 
relationship last. 

The death of his surrogate father followed by an 
irreparable fight with his long-time friend threatens to pull 
Sidney down into an abyss of depression. When Nash 
suggests getting away for a much-needed vacation, Sidney 
eventually agrees, believing it will give him time to heal. 
Unfortunately, the sun-filled cruise only serves to drive a 
wedge between him and the man he loves. 

Back to their daily lives, Sidney buries himself in work, 
eventually accepting a partnership at Creative Solutions. As 
rewarding as his new position is, it further drives Sidney and 
Nash apart. Although his love for Nash never wavers, Sidney 
begins to wonder if Nash is tiring of him. 

Faced with a life-altering decision, it will take the friend 
he thought he’d lost to make Sidney realise his future was 
written years earlier when a man named Nash befriended 
him. 


Dedication 
I’m sad to see this series come to an end. When | set out 
to explore what happens after the initial happily-ever-after 
endings of most of my stories, | had no idea of the journey | 
was embarking on. All | knew was that my own happily-ever- 
after had ended in divorce and this series would allow me 
the opportunity to live out my dream of growing old with 
that one special person. Little did | know how attached | 
would become to these wonderful, imperfect men. They are 
more a part of my soul as any characters I’ve ever created, 
and I will miss them to the depths of my heart. 
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Chapter One 

March 2002 

Grady Nash held Sidney Wilk’s hand as the minister led 
the final prayer. The last few days had been hard on 
everyone, but Sidney seemed to take Alan Ballentine’s 
death especially hard. 

“Amen,” the gathered mourners replied in unison. 

One by one, Alan’s immediate family stepped up to the 
coffin to take a white rose from the spray of flowers. Josh 
Ballentine, one of Sidney’s oldest friends, turned and 
motioned him forward. 

Sidney shook his head, prompting Nash to squeeze his 
hand. “I think he’s trying to tell you something,” Nash 
whispered. 

“I’m not immediate family,” Sidney mumbled. 

“Yes you are.” Nash rested his hand on the small of 
Sidney’s back and encouraged him a step at a time towards 
the waiting Ballentine family. 

Josh was the first to pull Sidney out of Nash’s embrace 
and into his arms. “I love you,” Josh told Sidney. 

“| love you, too,” Sidney whispered in return. 

As Nash watched, each of the Ballentine brothers did 
their best to convince Sidney he was, indeed, part of the 
family. When Nash was tapped on the shoulder, he turned to 
see Peter. “Hey,” Nash said in sympathy. 

“You didn’t think you were going to escape without a 
hug, did you?” Peter asked, wrapping his arms around Nash. 

Alan’s sudden heart attack had shaken everyone. 
Although he refused to let his partner of eighteen years see 
how worried he was, old fears began to creep inside Nash’s 
head. Watching the way Sidney and the Ballentine brothers 
had immediately surrounded Maggie made Nash feel better, 
but he couldn’t help but wonder whether Sidney would hold 
up as well in Maggie’s position. 


“I don’t think my mom’s going to give up Sidney’s hand 
anytime soon,” Peter told Nash. “You can ride with us back 
to the house.” 

Nash waited until he could catch Sidney’s gaze. He 
gestured to Peter before pointing towards the rented 
minivan. Sidney nodded and blew Nash a kiss. “Okay,” Nash 
told Peter. 

Nash shook a few more hands and received a quick hug 
from each of the brothers before following Peter to the van. 
Bobbi, pregnant with twins, sat in the front seat. “What’re 
we watching?” Nash asked Peter’s four-year-old daughter, 
Kati, as he joined her in the back of the minivan. 

“Tangled,” Kati replied. She looked at Nash. “Have you 
seen it?” 

“Nope, can’t say that | have.” Nash glanced up at the 
Small TV screen mounted to the interior roof. “| would’ve 
loved one of those when I was a kid.” 

Soon Kati lost interest in him and went back to watching 
her movie. He reached out and laid a hand on Bobbi’s 
Shoulder. “How’re you doing?” 

“I’m okay. How’s Sidney doing?” Bobbi asked. 

Bobbi knew Sidney almost as well as she knew Nash. 
There had been a time when Nash was jealous of the fiery 
redheaded woman, but he soon realised how much laughter 
Bobbi brought into Sidney’s life. “He’s trying to keep it 
together, but | heard him crying in the shower this 
morning.” 

“| was afraid of that.” Bobbi leaned her cheek against 
the back of Nash’s hand. “I tried to talk to him last night, 
but he refused to talk about Alan.” 

“I don’t think refused is the right word,” Peter cut in. “He 
was too emotional.” 

“Yeah,” Nash agreed. “I fought the urge to jump in the 
shower with him, but decided to let him deal with it in his 
own way. | was there when his mom died, and his bastard of 
a father didn’t allow him to mourn. And, of course, Sidney 


didn’t feel for his own father the way he felt about Alan. | 
think this is the first time he’s been allowed to find his own 
way through the death of someone he loved.” 

“Dad loved both of you,” Peter said. 

Nash nodded. “I know, and | loved him too, but | think 
it’s different for Sidney. | had a really great dad growing up, 
but Sidney...” 

“Yeah, | think that’s why Dad enjoyed spending time 
with Sidney.” Peter chuckled. “I guess when you grow up 
with great parents you start to take them for granted 
somewhere along the way. Sidney wasn’t liked that, and 
both my folks ate it up his adoration whenever he was 
around.” 

They arrived at the Ballentine home a few minutes later. 
There were already quite a few cars in the driveway, people 
gathering to pay their respects. Nash hated the particular 
ritual. When his father was killed in the line of duty, well- 
wishers had invaded Nash’s home for days. It wasn’t until 
he was finally left alone with his mother that they were 
allowed to truly grieve for the greatest man Nash had ever 
known. 

“Nash? Are you getting out?” Bobbi asked. 

Nash shook his head. He’d been so lost in thought he 
hadn’t even noticed Peter taking Kati out of her car seat. 
“Did Sidney ever tell you about the day of his mother’s 
funeral?” 

Bobbi leaned against the open sliding door and smiled. 
“No. He doesn’t talk much of his life before you.” 

“Even as a boy, there was something about Sidney that 
drew me to him, only back then it was the need to protect 
him.” 

“You're still protecting him,” Bobbi added. 

“We protect each other. At first | looked after him as a 
favour to Sidney’s mom. When Elizabeth knew the cancer 
would take her, she worried for Sidney. Hell, Jackson wasn’t 
exactly father material, even then. So, when Elizabeth asked 


me to keep an eye on Sidney, it was a promise | couldn’t 
break, no matter how many times Jackson tried to run me 
off the ranch.” 

“And look at the two of you now,” Bobbi said. 

“Yeah, but sometimes, like today, when | look at him, | 
still see that lost little ten-year-old he was when his mom 
died.” Nash swallowed around the lump of emotion lodged 
in his throat. “I don’t think he’s strong enough to survive if 
something happens to me.” 

Bobbi sat on the minivan’s floorboard and rested her 
hand on Nash’s knee. “Is there something you're not telling 
me?” 

Nash realised Bobbi had misinterpreted what he’d said. 
“No, I’m feeling okay right now.” He subconsciously rubbed 
his chest. “But we both know | could have another heart 
attack, and maybe next time | won’t be as lucky. | keep 
telling myself not to dwell on it, but when you love someone 
as deeply as | love Sidney, it’s hard not to worry.” 

Bobbi looked up at Nash with tears in her eyes. “I buried 
my father-in-law today. I’m not ready to bury you, too, but if 
it ever happens, Sidney has a lot of people who love him.” 

“I know.” 

“And we'll help him through it,” Bobbi continued. “In the 
meantime, I’m going to do everything in my power to make 
sure you take care of yourself. Just because | said we’d help 
Sidney cope if something happens to you, doesn’t mean we 
want to.” 

Nash cupped Bobbi’s cheek. The kooky redhead always 
nagged Peter about eating right. Nash knew she did it out of 
love, so he doubted he’d mind being on the receiving end of 
her watchful eyes. “Okay.” He gestured to the arriving 
limousine. “Sidney’ll be jealous if he sees us sitting alone 
together.” 

Bobbi grinned. “Yeah, he’s always wanted me for 
himself.” 


Nash helped Bobbi to her feet and climbed out of the 
van. He watched as Sidney got out of the limo and started 
towards the house, unaware he was being watched. “He 
keeps getting sexier,” he mumbled. 

“Save it for him.” Bobbi rubbed her third trimester baby 
bump and hooked her arm around Nash’s. “If | don’t get off 
my feet, my ankles are going to explode.” 

“Wouldn’t want that.” Nash escorted Bobbi up the front 
steps. Before releasing her, he gave her a hug. “Thank you,” 
he whispered in her ear. “And l'Il hold you to your promise.” 

* k k OK 

Once the house emptied of neighbours, colleagues, and 
friends from the country club, everyone slipped into 
comfortable clothing and sat down to a dinner. Sidney 
pointed towards a covered dish. “What’s that one?” 

Butch took the lid off and peered inside. “Some kind of 
broccoli bacon crunchy stuff,” he replied, turning up his 
nose. 

Sidney glanced at Maggie. “Don’t any of your friends 
believe in carbs?” 

Maggie gave him her best smile. “Check the blue dish. | 
Suspect you'll find Penny’s homemade macaroni and 
cheese.” 

Sidney dove for the dish before Butch could beat him to 
it. “Mine.” 

Butch took the food out of Sidney’s hands. “Oh, really, 
you think you’re big enough to take it from me?” 

Maggie cleared her throat. “Boys, there’s plenty to go 
around.” 

Butch set the dish down. “Sorry.” 

Sidney bit his bottom lip to keep from laughing at 
Butch’s chastised expression. He felt Nash’s hand on his leg 
and quickly wiped the smile from his face. “You can have it,” 
he told Butch. 


Nash had fully embraced Sidney’s friends as if they had 
been his own for years, but dear brooding Butch was the 
one and only friend Nash had brought into Sidney’s life. 
Sidney reached under the table and squeezed Nash’s hand. 

“To be honest, I’m not that hungry,” Butch replied. “I 
think | ate about half that plate of fried chicken earlier. | was 
just yankin’ your chain.” 

Sidney chuckled. “Yeah, well keep your hands off my 
chain.” He began to fill his plate with a little of this and a 
little of that. The rest of the meal continued in relative 
silence with only the occasional comment. “Nash and Il 
clean up,” Sidney said once everyone had finished. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. We can all pitch in and get it done,” 
Luke argued. 

“Says the guy who always gets out of cleaning because 
he can’t reach the sink,” Zac mocked. 

Instead of firing back at his baby brother, Luke gave Zac 
his most pitiful expression. “I can’t help that my legs don’t 
work. Believe me; I’d do dishes every meal if only | could 
walk again.” 

Sidney ducked as Zac’s napkin flew across the table 
towards Luke. Butch snatched the ivory linen out of the air 
before it could connect with its intended target. 

“Sell that load of bullshit to someone else,” Zac said, 
laughing. 

“Language,” Maggie scolded. 

Zac stood and began clearing the table. “Sorry, Mom, 
but Luke always starts trouble knowing we can’t kick his ass 
anymore.” 

Butch crossed his arms, trying to intimidate Zac with his 
massive biceps. “You got that right.” 

Luke snorted. “Like you ever kicked my ass. Please.” 

Zac spun around with plates in his hands, a fork 
dropping to the floor. “Ask Dad, he’ll remind you of...” Zac’s 
voice died off as his words sank in. “Oh, God,” he gasped. 


Zac barely managed to get the plates safely to the counter 
before rushing from the room. 

In unison, Peter, Eric and Josh got to their feet, ready to 
go after their baby brother. 

“I'll handle it,” Maggie said. 

Sidney sat in awe of the Ballentine matriarch as she 
calmly rose and left the room. Once again he felt like an 
intruder. He glanced around the table at the brothers. “I was 
serious about the dishes. Why don’t you guys go take it 
easy.” 

“I'll help,” Butch offered. 

“So will I,” JJ chimed in. 

“Sorry, boys, but | should go lay down,” Bobbi said. “I'll 
deal with breakfast. | promise.” 

“Hey, I’m the king of the kitchen. No way I’m sharing my 
throne,” Sidney replied, shooing Bobbi out of the room. He 
turned to look at the mess. “Okay.” He clapped his hands 
together. “Nash can help me with the dishes. Butch, you and 
JJ) are on trash and general clean-up.” 

“Damn, brother, you take this king shit seriously,” JJ 
said, carrying plates to the sink. 

“It’s good to be the king,” Sidney declared without 
remorse. 

While Sidney filled the sink with hot, soapy water, Nash 
put away the dishes in the dishwasher. Normally, the 
kitchen would be alive with conversation as the four of them 
worked, but the mood was subdued, each of them dealing 
with Alan’s death in their own way. 

Strong arms wrapped around Sidney from behind. “You 
doing okay?” Nash kissed Sidney’s neck. 

Sidney didn’t answer immediately. He tilted his head to 
the side and let Nash continue to kiss him. “I’m just sad, but 
I'll be okay.” He turned around and pressed his cheek 
against Nash’s chest. “Do you think | would’ve turned out 
differently if I'd had parents like Maggie and Alan?” 

“Your mother was a lot like Maggie.” 


“How so?” Sidney asked. 

“Well, | Know she was strong like Maggie.” 

“Not strong enough to stand up to my father. Do you 
think Maggie would’ve allowed Alan to hit one of the boys in 
anger? | don’t know if it’s because | lost her when | was so 
young or not, but I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. | 
idealised her as the perfect mother for years because she 
was gone and it was easier to blame my dad. | don’t know 
why Alan’s death has made everything so clear all the 
sudden.” Sidney looked up into Nash’s eyes. “But it has.” 

“Elizabeth was in love with a man she was also afraid of. 
| can’t pretend to understand why she stayed, but | believe 
she was as much of a victim of your father as you were. 
What | do know is that she loved you so much she begged 
me to watch over you. She may not have had the strength 
to stand up to Jackson, but she’d hoped | did.” 

“And you did.” Sidney’s past may still confuse him, but 
his present couldn’t have been more clear. “Have | ever told 
you how grateful | am you were there for me? Even though 
you promised my mom you would look out for me, my dad 
made your life hell when you worked on the ranch. Most 
men would’ve said fuck it and left, but you didn’t, and I'll be 
eternally in your debt for that.” 

“Really? So does that mean | can skip helping with the 
dishes?” Nash asked. 

“No. That means you have exclusive access to my thirty- 
eight-year-old ass anytime you want it.” 

“The same goes for my forty-six-year-old cock.” Nash 
chuckled and moved his body closer to Sidney. 

“Are you two doing the dishes or not?” Butch opened the 
fridge and removed a bottle of beer. 

Sidney reached down and palmed the front of Nash’s 


Suit pants. “Later.” 
* KOK OK 


While Sidney cooked breakfast, Nash took a moment to 
have coffee with Maggie on the sun porch. He wasn’t sure 
what to say, and Maggie seemed content to sit in silence, so 
that’s what they did. 

“I want to sell the house and move to Chicago,” Maggie 
suddenly announced. 

Nash could tell it hadn’t been an easy decision for the 
older woman. He nodded. “Then that’s what you should do.” 

“It’s not that easy. When | mentioned it to Josh he got 
very upset. Said he’d start using again if | left him.” 

“You can’t let him hold you hostage like that. | know how 
much you love him, but you also have to realise a bad day 
at work could push him off the wagon just as easily.” Nash 
set down his cup and reached for Maggie’s hand. “I’ve made 
my feelings about Josh pretty clear over the years, but I'll 
talk to him if you'd like me to.” 

“| doubt he'll listen.” 

“Maybe not, but | owe it to you and Sidney to at least 
try.” It wouldn’t be easy. Nash was furious with Josh for 
putting Maggie in the position in the first place. “Do you 
know where he’s at?” 

Maggie pointed towards the shed. “Smoking. It doesn’t 
seem to matter how old that boy gets, he still believes he 
needs to hide that nasty habit from me.” 

Nash smiled. “We all try to hide our nasty habits from 
you.” 

“And none of you have been successful,” Maggie stated 
in a matter-of-fact tone. 

Nash finished his coffee before kissing Maggie on the 
cheek. Even such a simple gesture served to remind him 
how frail Maggie had become. Although she had done an 
excellent job of caring for her skin, it was thinning with age. 
Not only had she nursed Luke back to health after the car 
accident that had paralysed him, but she’d seen Josh 
through countless setbacks in his drug addiction. “Let me 
try again,” he told her. 


“Wear a coat,” she reminded him. 

Nash grinned and borrowed Butch’s coat, hanging 
beside the door. As he walked across the yard, Nash pulled 
the coat collar up to protect his neck from the cold wind. He 
rounded the corner of the shed. “Your mom said I'd find you 
out here.” 

“Yeah, what can | say, it’s always been my favourite 
hiding place,” Josh returned. 

Nash stuck his hands in the coat pockets and leaned 
against the shed. “I heard you don’t want Maggie to sell the 
house.” 

“Butt out.” 

“I can’t do that.” Nash shook his head. “I always knew 
you were a selfish prick, but | had no idea you were capable 
of being this cruel.” 

“Call me what you want, Nash. | don’t give a fuck what 
you think of me. Tomorrow will come and everyone will go 
back to their perfect little lives, and lII still be here. Mom is 
the only thing that | have left, and l'Il be damned if l'Il let 
you take her away from me.” 

“No one’s taking her away. How could you even think 
that?” 

Josh lit another cigarette, blowing the smoke directly in 
Nash’s face. “Because you took Sidney away from me, and 
he took my family. Do you think I’m blind? Sidney was my 
friend. | pitied him for having a father like Jackson, so | 
invited him home with me. Not only did he move right in, 
but he took my place. Every time we're all together, it’s 
obvious my brothers love him more than they do me.” 

“Bullshit. They may like Sidney better, but that’s 
completely your fault. You’re the one who’s put them 
through hell time and time again. They love you, | can 
promise you that, but they’re all afraid to count on you for 
anything. Don’t you dare blame Sidney for your own 
mistakes.” 


“So why should | even try? If everyone’s going to see me 
as a fuck-up anyway, why the hell have | been fighting so 
hard to stay clean?” 

Nash moved to stand toe to toe with Josh. He clenched 
his hands in frustration, knowing he could hurt a lot of 
people if he told Josh exactly what he thought of him. “You 
stay clean because you love them as much as they love 
you. There’s not a damn person in that house who doesn’t 
worry about you every single day.” 

“I noticed you didn’t include yourself in that sweet plea,” 
Josh said with a sneer on his face. 

“I’ve never pretended to be your friend, but | know what 
you mean to the man | love. Come to Chicago and build a 
new life for yourself among people you love.” 

“I might consider it for no other reason than to drive you 
crazy.” 

“You could try, but l'Il call the cops if | find out you’re 
using again,” Nash promised. 


Chapter Two 

July 2002 

“Need any help?” Nash asked, entering the kitchen. 

Sidney paused in the process of making hamburger 
patties. “Did you get the canopy up?” 

Nash stole a devilled egg from a plate in the fridge. 
“Yep. Good thing too because it’s supposed to be in the 
upper nineties later.” 

Sidney cleared his throat and stared at the egg as Nash 
popped the entire thing into his mouth. “Did you not get 
enough breakfast?” 

“Always room for a devilled egg,” Nash said around a 
mouthful of food. He’d been on a low cholesterol diet for so 
long that he craved eggs like a vampire craved blood. 
Swallowing the tasty morsel, Nash grinned. “I’m sorry, love, 
but you shouldn’t make them if you don’t want them to be 
eaten.” 

Sidney washed his hands before covering the platter of 
meat with a sheet of foil. “I made them for JJ, they’re his 
favourite. And since | haven’t seen him for over six months, 
| would appreciate it if you actually left some for him.” 

Nash doubted he’d ever get used to Sidney in party- 
mode. His normally fun partner turned into the planner from 
hell. “Relax. I’m not going to eat forty-eight eggs by noon.” 
He gave Sidney a deep kiss. “Although | think they’re your 
best batch yet.” 

Sidney wrapped his arms around Nash’s waist. “Flattery 
will get you everywhere.” 

Nash’s cock began to harden. “Oh, really?” He lifted 
Sidney onto the kitchen island. “So, if | were to tell you it 
turns me on when | watch you play with meat, what would 
that get me?” 

Sidney reached down and unzipped Nash’s cargo shorts. 
“Are you talking about any particular piece of meat?” He 


pushed his hand down the front of Nash’s underwear and 
stroked his cock. 

“Mmm,” Nash moaned. He thrust towards Sidney’s grip 
as he leaned in for another kiss. Breaking the kiss, he flicked 
the tip of Sidney’s ear with his tongue. “I knew the first time 
you touched me that I’d never be able to get enough of 
you.” 

Sidney pressed his thumb against the slit on Nash’s 
cockhead just as the doorbell rang. Sidney groaned. “Why 
did | ask Luke and Butch to come over early?” 

When Nash heard the front door open, he pulled 
Sidney’s hand out of his underwear and licked the pre-cum 
off his thumb. “I don’t know, but l'Il be walking around with 
a woody all day.” 

“No you won't. We'll sneak away for a few minutes as 
soon as | get Luke and Butch lined out.” Sidney hopped 
down from the island as Nash zipped his shorts. “Butch 
Should have another load of tables and chairs in the back of 
his truck.” 

“Yep,” Butch affirmed, entering the kitchen. He set two 
large bowls on the table. “Coleslaw and potato salad.” 

Nash could tell something was bothering his friend. “Pull 
around to the gate. l'Il meet you there.” 

Luke wheeled into the room. “Okay, put me to work.” 

Nash took the opportunity to excuse himself. He gave 
Sidney a quick kiss on the cheek. “lIl be slaving away in the 
backyard.” 

“Me too,” Butch said, heading out of the kitchen. 

Nash stepped outside and looked up at the canopy 
overhead that he’d stretched from the house to the garage. 
With the new addition they’d added a few years earlier, 
their yard had been cut down dramatically in size, but there 
Should still be plenty of room for the crowd Sidney expected 
for the pre-fireworks picnic. 

“You gonna stand there all day or help me unload 
these?” Butch asked. 


“Sure.” Nash propped the privacy gate open with a block 
of cement. He grabbed four folding chairs and carried them 
to an empty section of lawn. “So what’s bothering you?” 

“Nothing,” Butch replied, dropping his load beside 
Nash’s. 

Pushing Butch into opening up was never an easy thing 
to do, so Nash backed off. He worked alongside Butch until 
the truck bed was empty. “Want a beer?” he asked, opening 
a large cooler. 

“Sure, why not.” Butch took a seat in one of the large 
cushioned teak chairs. “Luke’s got some bug up his ass 
about adopting a kid.” 

Nash nearly dropped his beer in surprise. “What?” 

“Yeah. He was watching some stupid news magazine 
Show the other night, and they had a story on all the 
orphaned children in Africa.” Butch took a swig of his beer. 
“Anyway, he seems to believe it’s our chance to have 
children.” 

“And you don’t?” 

“| don’t like kids.” Butch upended the bottle and drained 
the contents. “They’re small and...needy.” 

Nash chuckled at the description. “Sounds like Sidney 
and Luke on occasion.” 

Butch furrowed his brow. “Don’t put that image in my 
head. That’s just wrong.” 

Nash’s chuckle turned into a laugh. “I wasn’t talking 
sexually, pervert. | meant that you and | have this nurturing 
thing down pretty good. Why do you think it would be so 
different with a child?” 

“I'm fifty-one years old. It’s too damn late for me to 
think about raising a kid,” Butch argued. 

“So what’re you going to do?” Nash asked, passing 
Butch another beer. 

“What any sane man would in my position. I’ve offered 
to babysit Peter and Bobbi’s kids for a week while they go 
on a second honeymoon.” 


Nash tried to imagine Butch and Luke keeping up with 
the two-month-old twins along with four-year-old Kati. 
“That’s suicide, man.” 

“Better one week than the rest of my life.” 

Nash studied his friend. What would he do in the same 
position? “You'll hurt Luke if you deny him the chance to be 
a father. So you’d better hope your plan works. Otherwise, 
you'll have a hell of a dilemma on your hands.” 

* kx x x 

“So why a high-rise?” Sidney asked Maggie as they 
prepared the buffet. 

“Why not? I’ve spent my life in the suburbs being a good 
wife and raising children. I figured I was due for a change.” 

Sidney didn’t buy it. “You’re not a very good liar, so why 
don’t you tell me the real reason.” 

Maggie disappeared into the house for another load. 
Sidney wondered if he should follow or let it be. He 
continued to arrange the bowls for maximum efficiency, 
something he actually enjoyed doing. It was important to 
have the food laid out in the proper order to minimise 
backtracking. 

Maggie returned with a tray of condiments. “I moved to 
the city for the same reason | sold the house in Philadelphia. 
There are times when | feel like Alan took me with him. | 
knew if | didn’t make a drastic change, I’d be one of those 
old women who just withered away.” 

Sidney tried to imagine where he’d run if something 
happened to Nash. He doubted there would be a place that 
could stop the pain. Looking into Maggie’s watery eyes, he 
had a feeling she was quickly discovering that for herself. 
He took the bottle of ketchup out of her hand and set it on 
the table before wrapping his arms around her. “I love you.” 

The strong family matriarch sagged against him. “Thank 
you. | love you, too.” 


The change in Maggie’s demeanour was highly unusual. 
As a matter of fact, Sidney wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her 
as vulnerable as she was at that moment. He wondered if it 
was a side of herself she’d only shared with her husband. 

Sidney squeezed a little tighter. “I want you to know, 
you can let go of that tough exterior around me if you need 
to.” 

Maggie pulled away and swatted Sidney’s chest. “Just a 
moment, that’s all. l'II be fine.” 

“I know you will, but you don’t always have to do it 
alone.” 

Maggie cupped Sidney’s cheeks. “You’ve grown into a 
good man. Your mother would be proud.” 

“I owe it all to Nash,” Sidney said. 

“Not all. | know your mom died when you were young, 
but people learn how to love within the first few years. I’m 
not downplaying what Nash has done for you, but you need 
to give your mom the credit due her, too.” 

Since Alan’s death, Sidney had been at odds with the 
memories of his mom. “Did Nash talk to you?” 

Maggie shook her head. “I know you as well as | know 
any of my boys.” She patted his cheek. “Remember that.” 
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“How'd I let you rope me into this?” Sidney asked. 

Nash grabbed Sidney in a headlock and steered him 
towards the makeshift football field. “It’s up to you to make 
the teams even since JJ couldn’t make the trip this year.” 

“Yeah, like I’m really going to make the teams even.” 

“Stick with me, kid, and we'll win this thing.” Although 
Sidney had never played football, Nash had taught him to 
catch a ball when he was younger. “Besides, it’s just touch, 
so size doesn’t really come into play.” Nash kissed the top of 
Sidney’s head and released him. 

“Then shouldn’t we be on opposite teams? Because 
you're the only one I want touching me,” Sidney joked. 


Nash bit the side of Sidney’s neck. “Anyone touches you 
the way | would and you let me know.” 

Sidney laughed and spun away, tossing Nash the ball. 
“This might be worth it to see you all jealous. It’s been a 
long time since I’ve felt that,” he said before taking off. 

Nash watched his partner run to catch up with Butch 
and Luke. Sidney may have made the statement into a joke, 
but he wondered at the truth behind the words. Their 
relationship had become so solid that Nash had stopped 
worrying about other men. Not that he believed he had 
reason to now, but it seemed obvious Sidney needed to 
know how much Nash still desired him. He grinned. The 
thought of playing suddenly became a lot more interesting. 

“Let’s go, Nash!” Zac yelled. 

Nash tucked the ball under his arm and took off at a jog. 
“Sidney’s on my team,” he told the group as they stood in 
the middle of the field. 

“Then you'd better take Butch, too,” Peter said. 

From the sidelines, Luke sent up a cheer. 

Nash huddled Sidney and Butch together. “I want to use 
Sidney as our secret weapon, but not yet.” He winked at 
Sidney. “For now, let’s let these Ballentine brothers believe 
Sidney doesn’t know how to play.” 

“But | don’t,” Sidney added. 

“You will by the end of this game. Remember what | told 
you, size has nothing to do with skill.” 

Butch started laughing. “Oh, shit, that’s funny.” He 
clapped Nash on the back. “Whatever you have to tell 
yourself, buddy.” 

“Fuck off,” Nash said. “Just run your old ass down the 
field and catch this ball when | throw it.” 
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Sidney felt bruised from head to toe, but it had nothing 
to do with football. The only hands that had been on him 
throughout the game had belonged to Nash. Each time they 


huddled, Nash felt the need to either slap him on the ass or 
cop a feel. 

As they huddled again, Sidney caught Nash’s hand 
before it had a chance to land. “Stop.” 

Nash looked surprised at the reprimand. “I thought...” 

“You thought what?” Sidney asked. 

“| thought we were playing football,” Butch cut in. “You 
gonna call a play or fuck him right here on the thirty-five- 
yard line?” 

Instead of taking the jab as the joke it was intended, 
Nash clenched his jaw. “Come on.” Sidney rubbed Nash’s 
back. “Let’s get this game over with so we have time to find 
a spot for the fireworks.” 

Nash broke eye contact with Butch and glanced at 
Sidney. “You're up. Josh’s basically stopped guarding you, so 
run as fast as you can down the field and l'Il throw it to 
you.” 

“Don’t throw it too hard,” Sidney reminded Nash. The 
last thing he wanted was to make a fool of himself in front of 
the uber competitive Ballentines. He moved to the line and 
waited for Butch to snap the ball to Nash. The moment he 
heard the word ‘hike’, Sidney took off. 

Nash had been right, Josh’s focus was totally on Butch. 
By the time Sidney reached the ninety-yard line, he was 
winded. Served him right for years spent rejecting exercise 
just because it was his father’s idea. 

In the next moment, the football was hurling towards his 
face. Sidney put his hands up like Nash had shown him 
years earlier and prayed he still remembered what to do. 
When he felt the touch of leather hit his palms, Sidney 
tucked the ball protectively against his chest. He turned and 
took two steps towards the end zone when he was tackled 
from behind. The air rushed from his lungs as he was forced 
to the ground. Sidney caught a glimpse of Josh’s profile as 
his face was pushed to the grass and a knee was ground 
into the area above his right kidney. Pain exploded through 


his body when Josh continued to dig his knee into Sidney’s 
back. 

“No way you’re going to score on me,” Josh hissed in 
Sidney’s ear, releasing his hold. 

Sidney grabbed his chest as he struggled to breathe. 
The pain was excruciating and for a few seconds, he was 
afraid he’d throw up. Commotion beside him prompted him 
to roll over in time to see Nash’s fist connect with Josh’s jaw. 

“You son of a bitch!” Nash yelled, getting in another 
punch before the brothers stepped between them. 

“Screw you, Nash!” Josh yelled. “He shouldn’t be playing 
if he can’t handle a simple tackle. He’s nothing but a fucking 
pussy, always has been.” 

Stunned, Sidney stared up at his friend. It wasn’t Josh’s 
words that hurt, it was the emotions behind them. He 
thought they’d moved past Josh’s bitterness, but apparently 
it had been festering, just waiting for an opportunity to 
break free. 

Josh walked over and held his hand out. “Get up. | didn’t 
hit you that hard.” 

Sidney knocked it away. “Fuck you.” 

“Hey, hey, hey, this is supposed to be a friendly game,” 
Luke said, wheeling himself onto the field. 

Sidney could see the worry in Luke’s expression. It didn’t 
take a genius to know Luke wasn’t worried about him. Like 
they’d all been for the past seventeen years, Luke was 
afraid one false move and Josh would go back to using. 

Well, Sidney was tired of babying Josh. He got to his 
feet. “Have fun,” he said before turning to walk away. 

“Wait up,” Nash called. 

Sidney didn’t stop but Nash was quick to catch up. 

“Guy’s a dick,” Nash said. “You okay?” 

Sidney rubbed the tender area covering his kidney. He 
silently wondered if he was just being a baby or if he’d pee 
blood once he returned home. “Nothing a hot bath won’t 
fix.” 


“I have a feeling a hot bath isn’t the solution.” Nash 
wrapped his arm around Sidney’s waist. “Where’re you 
hurtin’?” 

“Everywhere,” Sidney lashed out. “I told you | didn’t 
want to play.” He knew he was redirecting his anger, but of 
all the people in his life, Nash was the one he could count on 
not to take it personally. 

“You did,” Nash agreed. “But the game wasn’t the 
problem, and | think we both know it.” 

Sidney didn’t understand what he’d done to make Josh 
so angry. He continued to think about it as they made their 
way to Nash’s truck. “Give me a hand?” 

Nash opened the passenger door and helped Sidney 
inside. Before backing away, he kissed him. “Do you need to 
see a doctor?” 

“No. I’m bruised but not broken.” Sidney waited for Nash 
to get behind the wheel. For years, Sidney had excused 
Josh’s behaviour. Their relationship was like a rollercoaster 
with highs and lows. “We’re not kids anymore. | hate to say 
it, but it was easier to excuse Josh when he was stoned.” 

“As far as I’m concerned, you never have to see the 
asshole again.” Nash put the truck in gear and headed 
home. 

Sidney considered the idea of never speaking to Josh 
again. For some reason it didn’t sit well. Sadly, it had 
nothing to do with Josh. “Not possible. | love the Ballentines, 
and Josh is one of them. To give up Josh would mean I'd 
have to give up Fourth of July picnics, big Thanksgiving 
dinners...” He shrugged. “Things would never be the same.” 

Nash remained quiet until they pulled into the driveway. 
He turned off the engine and gripped the steering wheel, 
not attempting to open the door. “I think you’re right,” he 
finally said. “You need them, and unfortunately they include 
Josh.” 

“Yeah,” Sidney agreed. “So what am | supposed to do?” 


Nash reached for Sidney’s hand. “Same thing I’ve done 
all these years, | guess. You tolerate him and hope things 
work out. When he’s around, you try your best to remain 
civil but no more than you would a stranger on the street 
who says hi as you pass.” 

“That won’t be easy,” Sidney mumbled. 

“I know.” 

Sidney squeezed Nash’s hand. “Thank you for putting up 
with me and my baggage all these years.” 

“You wouldn’t be you any other way, and | happen to 
believe you’re pretty damn fantastic.” Nash leaned over and 
kissed the back of Sidney’s hand. “I love them, too, you 
know.” 

“Yeah, | do.” Sidney looked towards the house. Maggie, 
Bobbi and the babies were inside, waiting for Peter to pick 
them up for the fireworks display. “Let me go in and take a 
hot shower. It’s the twins first Fourth of July. | don’t want to 
miss it.” 

“You should probably go lay down.” 

“PIL be sore tomorrow, but I’m not going to put my life 
on hold anymore because of Josh.” Sidney released Nash’s 
hand and eased out of the truck. The moment he shut the 
passenger door, Bobbi came running out of the house. 

“Peter just called. Are you okay?” 

“I'll be fine.” Sidney didn’t want to be rude, but he was 
tired of talking about Josh. 

Bobbi turned to address Nash. “What happened?” 

“| don’t know. You’ll have to talk to Josh.” Nash helped 
Sidney up the steps at the side of the house. 

“Not likely,” Bobbi ground out between clenched jaws. 

Sidney smiled at his friend. Despite being a member of 
the Ballentine family since her wedding to Peter, Bobbi had 
been Sidney’s friend first. She’d been at Sidney’s side 
throughout the years when he’d worried over Josh. Perhaps 
Nash and Sidney weren’t alone in their feelings towards 
Josh. 


Bobbi pulled out a kitchen chair for Sidney, but he shook 
his head. “If | sit down again, | won’t get up, and | need to 
hop into the shower so we can go back and grab a spot for 
tonight.” 

Bobbi propped her hands on her hips. “From what Peter 
said, you took a heck of a hit. Maybe it would be better for 
you to skip the fireworks this year.” 

“Not gonna happen. | haven’t missed one since we 
moved to Lake Forest, and I’m not going to let Josh keep me 
away.” 

“You don’t need to worry about Josh. Peter took him 
home,” Bobbi informed him. 

“All the more reason to go.” 

When Nash started to help him from the room, Sidney 
gently pushed his hand away. “I can make it on my own. Just 
give me a few minutes.” 

“Holler if you need anything,” Nash said as Sidney left 
the kitchen. 

Sidney was beginning to worry that he really might pee 
blood, and the last thing he wanted was for Nash to go to 
Maggie and Josh’s apartment and beat the man to within an 
inch of his life. 

He entered the bedroom and locked the door, something 
he rarely did. It took him a few moments to peel his T-shirt 
over his head, but once it was off, Sidney turned his back to 
the mirror over the dresser to inspect the damage. He 
winced as he studied the bruise already forming. 

It wouldn’t be possible to hide it from Nash, no matter 
how much he wished he could. Not yet. He’d need to give 
Nash more time to cool down first. 
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Nash locked up while Sidney dug the leftovers out of the 
fridge. “They were nice, right?” Nash asked, joining Sidney 
in the kitchen. 


“Yeah. At least the weather cooperated this year.” 
Sidney stuck the plate of hot dogs into the microwave. “You 
want potato salad?” 

Nash stood behind Sidney and kissed his neck. “No 
thanks, but l'Il take some devilled eggs if you have some 
left.” 

Sidney removed a small container out of the back of the 
refrigerator and passed it over his shoulder to Nash. “l 
saved you some.” 

“You're good to me.” Nash carried the eggs to the table. 
The day had started so promising. Unfortunately, it had 
taken one stupid move by Josh to sour it. 

“Dinner’s served,” Sidney said, setting two plates on the 
table. 

Nash didn’t miss the wince that crossed Sidney’s face as 
he eased into a chair. “Sore?” 

Sidney nodded. “Bruised, but no worse than your hand.” 
He winked. “Thanks for that, by the way.” 

Nash scooted his chair closer to Sidney’s. “Let me see.” 

“It looks worse than it is. Just promise me you won’t 
freak out.” 

Nash narrowed his eyes. “Lift your shirt.” When Sidney 
revealed the bruise, Nash’s stomach twisted into a knot. 
“You stay right there.” He got out of his chair and grabbed 
the camera off the counter. 

“What're you doing?” Sidney asked. 

Killing Josh was a definite option, but Nash had 
something else in mind. He searched the junk drawer until 
he came up with a ruler. “I’m gathering evidence.” Nash 
held the ruler against Sidney’s back while he snapped 
pictures. 

“We don’t need evidence. I’m not pressing charges.” 
Sidney tried to push his shirt back down, but Nash held it in 
place. 

Nash set the camera on the table before kneeling to 
examine the bruise more closely. “It’s swollen.” 


“I told you, it looks worse than it is.” Sidney jerked away 
when Nash touched the injured skin. 

“Let’s go,” Nash said, getting to his feet. Sidney crossed 
his arms, a move Nash had become familiar with over the 
years. “Don’t go getting all stubborn on me.” 

“I’m not pressing charges,” Sidney argued. 

“We'll talk about that later, for now we need to get you 
checked out by a doctor.” Nash pulled Sidney to his feet. 

“No need. | looked it up online, and other than the 
swelling, I’m not showing signs of damage. l'Il be fine in a 
few days.” 

Nash wasn’t willing to take the chance that something 
could go undetected. “Humour me, please? We both know if 
our roles were reversed, you would’ve taken me straight 
from the park to the hospital.” 

“You're right, but that still doesn’t tell me what you plan 
to do with the pictures.” 

Nash sighed and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his 
hands. “Because this is the first time | have physical proof of 
how fucked up that guy is.” He wrapped his arms around 
Sidney. “It’s hard to take pictures of a broken heart, and we 
both know how many times he’s inflicted that kind of pain 
on you. At least this way l'Il be able to show him what the 
hell he did to you. Who knows, maybe it'll be enough.” 

“Enough for what?” Sidney asked, resting his cheek 
against Nash’s chest. 

“Enough for him to understand that there are 
consequences to his actions. And hopefully enough for him 
to understand that if he ever lays another finger on you, PII 
rip his fucking arms off.” 

“Don’t,” Sidney whispered. “This’ll probably all blow 
over in time.” 

“How many times do you have to let him hurt you, 
babe?” Nash buried his face in Sidney’s hair. “You’re heart’s 
too damn big sometimes. | thought from our earlier 
conversation you weren’t going to let him in again.” 


“I thought | could, but I’m not sure I can do it. | love him. 
It makes me feel like a complete idiot, but I’m not sure | can 
just turn it off. | Know he’s crossed the line this time, so I'll 
try to keep him at arm’s length, but | can’t promise 
anything.” 

It was a longstanding battle for Nash to give Sidney the 
freedom to stick his neck out for Josh, and each time Josh 
betrayed Sidney, Nash thought Sidney would learn his 
lesson, but it still hadn’t happened. “lIl make you a deal. 
You let me take you to the emergency room, and | won’t bar 
Josh from ever stepping foot in this house again.” 

Sidney shook his head. “No doctor unless | start showing 
signs of a real injury. | promise to stay in bed for the next 
few days, let you pamper me, and l'Il refuse to answer 
Josh’s calls.” 

Nash tilted Sidney’s head up and stared into his eyes. 
“I’m still going to download these to my computer for safe- 
keeping.” 

“| figured you would.” Sidney yawned. “Can we just eat 
and go to bed?” 

“Yeah.” Nash leant down to kiss Sidney. “Maybe we 
Should get away for a while.” 

“If you’re talking about another vacation to the ranch, 
the answer is no.” 

“I was thinking more along the lines of a cruise. We’ve 
always dreamed of it, and now’s the perfect time of year.” 

Sidney yawned. “Can we discuss it tomorrow when I’m 
not so tired?” 

“Sure.” One way or another, Nash was going to get 
Sidney away from the entire Ballentine family for a few 
weeks. 


Chapter Three 

February 2003 

“No luggage yet,” Nash said, opening the door to their 
cabin. The cruise ship was one of the largest in North 
America, so dispersing everyone’s suitcases would probably 
take time. He set the carry-on bags down and studied the 
Small space. “There’s no window in here.” 

“We talked about that.” Sidney squeezed in beside 
Nash. “Zac said it was a waste to pay the extra for an 
outside room when all you do in it is sleep anyway.” 

For some reason, Nash didn’t remember having that 
particular conversation with Sidney, but he’d been 
distracted lately. “He’s probably right.” Although he was 
looking forward to spending an entire week alone with 
Sidney, the cruise ship charged a fortune for Internet 
access. 

“Come on, let’s go hit the buffet. I’m sure by the time 
we’re stuffed, our luggage will be here.” Sidney wrapped his 
arms around Nash. “Please? | didn’t eat enough breakfast. 
Besides, | want to check the place out.” 

Nash hugged Sidney close. The holidays hadn’t been 
easy for Sidney. Hell, the last seven months had weighed 
heavily on his partner’s mind. Not only had Josh not 
apologised for his behaviour at the football game, but he’d 
stopped all communication as if the confrontation had been 
Sidney’s fault. “We can do anything you want. This week, 
and this week only, you’re totally the boss of me.” 

Sidney laughed. “I’m always the boss of you.” 

“Only because | let you think you are.” Nash tickled 
Sidney’s lips with the tip of his tongue before delving inside 
for a deep kiss. Truth be told, they were both good at giving 
the other the lead when needed. Lately, Nash had been the 
one to make sure their lives ran as smoothly as possible. 


After July, Sidney had thrown himself into work, 
something he’d done throughout the years when he was 
depressed. Every time Nash reminded Sidney of their 
promised vacation, Sidney claimed work issues prevented 
him from getting away. Nash had finally taken matters into 
his own hands. He’d gone to Ben Shriver, Sidney’s boss and 
owner of Creative Solutions. After talking to Ben, it had 
become apparent Sidney was volunteering for the extra 
work. Nash had explained the situation to Ben and within a 
month, Ben had ordered Sidney to take some of his vacation 
time. 

Nash broke the kiss. “Let’s go see what kind of trouble 
we can get into.” He grabbed the itinerary off the desk. 

“After we eat,” Sidney reminded him. 

“You eat.” He glanced at the pamphlet in his hand. “I’m 
saving myself for the mid-afternoon chocolate bar.” 

Sidney’s eyes lit up. “Chocolate?” 

“Didn’t you read that packet of information | gave you?” 

Sidney bit his bottom lip. “I meant to do it on the plane, 
but | fell asleep.” 

“Yeah, | know. | still have the drool stain on my sleeve.” 
Nash swatted Sidney’s ass with the itinerary. “Let’s go.” 

Sidney opened the cabin door and preceded Nash down 
the hall. “Oh, | brought a magnetic white board in case we 
need to leave messages for each other on the door.” 

“You mean you don’t plan on talking to me for the next 
week?” Nash asked, steering Sidney to the elevator when he 
started for the stairs. 

Sidney leaned his head against Nash’s chest in the 
elevator. “I love you, sweetheart, but | didn’t plan on 
spending every moment of every day we're here together.” 

Nash had seen so little of Sidney over the last several 
months that he’d hoped they’d be able to make up for lost 
time. “Whatever you want.” As hard as it was to say, it was 
even harder to feel. 


The elevator doors opened to the bright sunshine of the 
upper deck. Perfect, Nash thought, heading for one of the 
bars. 

“I know that expression, so stop it,” Sidney admonished. 

“What? I’m fine.” 

“No you’re not. You’re feeling sorry for yourself. I’m not 
saying | don’t want to spend time with you, but we both 
know you don’t like to lay out by the pool, and | plan to 
spend quite a bit of time there. | just figured you’d find 
something else to keep you busy.” 

Nash stepped up to the bar and ordered a beer. “You 
want anything?” 

“Yeah, food,” Sidney grumbled. He crossed his arms and 
waited for Nash to get his drink. 

Nash handed the bartender his key and signed the 
charge slip before turning back to Sidney. After consulting 
the map in the brochure, he pointed towards a staircase. 
“Buffet’s one deck down.” 

Sidney took off, but stopped when Nash didn’t 
immediately follow. “You coming?” 

“Yeah.” Nash took a sip of beer as he caught up with 
Sidney. He had no idea what he’d find to do onboard a 
stupid ship, but he vowed to give Sidney the time he’d 
asked for. 

* k x OX 

After a filling lunch, Sidney took Nash’s hand and led 
him back to their cabin. “Let’s grab a nap and a snuggle.” 

They passed a few people in the hallway who did a 
double-take at the public display of affection, but most 
passengers they’d encountered had been pretty cool. Before 
booking the cruise, he and Nash had considered doing the 
big gay cruise they’d heard people talk of in detail, but 
decided they wanted their vacation to be about relaxing, not 
looking at men half their age trying to impress each other. 


“They're just jealous,” Nash commented when they 
received another raised-brow stare from a husband and 
wife. 

Sidney bumped Nash with his shoulder. “Probably from 
Kansas, and we both know they don’t have gays in Kansas.” 

“At least our luggage has arrived.” Nash lifted the 
suitcases while Sidney unlocked the door. 

“Ahh, you are finally here,” a handsome Hispanic man 
with a thick accent said coming down the hall. “I am your 
steward, Miguel. If you need anything at all, do not hesitate 
to ask.” 

Miguel surprised Sidney by following them into the 
room. “Your bed is set up as a queen, but | can break it 
down to two small twins if you’d prefer.” 

Sidney glanced up at Nash. “Thanks, but a queen works 
better for us.” 

Miguel smiled in apparent understanding. “I don’t blame 
you.” He looked Nash up and down. “I doubt someone as 
muscular as yourself would fit on such a small bed anyway.” 

Although it was obvious Miguel was turning on the 
charm in hopes of a better tip at the end of their stay, 
Sidney wasn’t in the mood to watch another man fall all 
over Nash. “Thanks, Miguel, but we’ve got it from here.” 

Nash set the suitcases beside the closet. He walked 
back to the door and opened it. “l'Il be sure to find you if we 
need anything more.” 

Miguel nodded and stepped into the hall. “I’m on shift 
every day, off in the evenings.” 

Was it Sidney’s imagination or was Miguel offering 
something more than steward services? As soon as Nash 
shut the door, Sidney rolled his eyes and fell onto the bed. 
“That guy’s something else.” 

“You can say that again.” 

“That guy’s something else,” Sidney said around a 
chuckle. 


Nash kicked off his shoes before collapsing beside 
Sidney. “I can already tell I’m gonna have to hide from our 
steward all week.” 

“Definitely.” Sidney climbed on top of Nash. “I do believe 
Miguel wants to service more than our room.” 

Nash ran his hands down Sidney’s back to land on his 
ass. “Then he'll have to learn to live with disappointment, 
because you're the only man for me.” 

Sidney brushed the hair away from Nash’s face and 
began to pepper kisses over Nash’s neck. “Love you,” he 
whispered. 

“Mmm.” Nash wrapped his arms around Sidney and 
rolled until he was on top. “I’ve missed you.” 

Sidney didn’t deny that he’d been preoccupied lately. 
After Alan’s funeral, he’d thrown himself into work. The 
strained relationship with Josh had only added to his 
worries. Despite telling Nash he was going to wash his 
hands of Josh, Sidney had found himself thinking about him 
a lot. He couldn’t figure out what he’d done to make Josh so 
bitter. They’d worked through their mutual guilt surrounding 
the accident which had left Luke paralysed, years earlier, or 
so he’d thought. 

Nash kissed Sidney, driving all thoughts of Chicago from 
his mind. Sidney accepted the gift with enthusiasm, needing 
the unconditional love and acceptance only Nash provided. 
Breaking for air, Sidney stared up at Nash’s handsome face. 
“I’m sorry if | hurt your feelings earlier.” 

Nash slid off the bed and started to undress. “Don’t 
worry about it. l'Il find something to occupy my time while 
you nap by the pool.” 

Sidney followed Nash’s lead and pulled his shirt over his 
head. “I brought a ton of books. | have a lot of reading to 
catch up on.” 

Nash laughed as he dug into his suitcase. “Reading is 
only a prelude to sleep for you.” He retrieved his dopp kit 
and removed a bottle of lube. 


“Not this time,” Sidney denied, kicking out of his pants 
and underwear. 

Nash locked the cabin door and joined Sidney in bed. He 
set the lube on the table before pulling Sidney against his 
chest. “You know if we don’t make this bed when we're 
done, Miguel is going to know what we’ve been up to.” 

“So.” Sidney trailed his fingers down Nash’s chest to the 
nest of curls surrounding his cock. “If Miguel thinks you’re 
still hot for me, he won’t try so hard to flirt with you.” 

“Won't do him any good if he does because | am still hot 
for you.” Nash tickled the area just above Sidney’s ass, 
eventually sliding a finger between Sidney’s cheeks. 

Sidney grabbed Nash’s cock. “Happy to hear that.” 
Although their lovemaking was still an important part of 
their relationship, the passion had begun to wane lately. Not 
that Sidney wasn’t satisfied, Nash always made sure of that, 
but the spontaneity wasn’t there like it had been in their 
earlier years together. They were probably no different from 
other couples who had been together as long as they had. It 
was a transitional stage of their relationship, nothing more. 
The love Nash surrounded him in was enough to make up 
for the change in their sex life. 

When Nash began to circle Sidney’s hole with the pad of 
his finger, Sidney released Nash’s cock and reached for the 
lube. Maybe spontaneity was overrated. As long as the two 
of them still loved each other and found pleasure when they 
could, what did it matter that Nash no longer initiated 
kitchen sex or groped him in a dark movie theatre. 

Sidney dripped lube onto his fingers and reached behind 
himself to share some of the slick with Nash. He entered his 
own ass, knowing how hot the action made Nash. “You 
gonna fuck me?” 

“As soon as | finish playing,” Nash replied, easing a 
finger in beside Sidney’s. 

Sidney pulled out and applied more lube to his hand 
before wrapping it around Nash’s cock, easing the slick up 


and down its length. 

Nash took the bottle from Sidney and dripped more lube 
down the crack of Sidney’s ass. “This is the kind of vacation 
I’ve been looking forward to.” 

“Mmm.” Sidney moaned when Nash inserted another 
finger. He hooked his leg over Nash’s hip and did his best to 
gather both of their cocks in his hand. 

Nash made good on his word and continued to play with 
Sidney’s ass for several minutes, which was fine with 
Sidney. He loved the feel of Nash’s fingers sliding in and out 
of his body, always had. In one smooth move, Sidney 
released their cocks and straddled Nash. “Now,” he begged. 

Nash removed his fingers and positioned the head of his 
cock at Sidney’s stretched hole. “I’m all yours, love.” 

With satisfaction, Sidney impaled himself on the thick 
cock. He took a deep breath as his body adjusted to the 
welcome feeling of being stuffed. “Always perfect,” he 
mumbled, more to himself than Nash. 

“Yeah,” Nash agreed in a deep, breathy reply. 

Sidney braced his hands on Nash’s shoulders and began 
a slow ride up and down Nash’s cock. Each time he sank 
down on Nash’s length, he moaned. When a door in the hall 
closed, it served as a reminder of how thin the cabin walls 
were. Sidney bit his lip while he continued to ride Nash. 
Alerting the entire floor as to what exactly they were doing 
wasn’t the plan. All he needed was for Miguel to knock on 
the door and reprimand them for disturbing the other 
passengers. 

Sidney scowled. He wondered if it was possible to 
request another steward. Something told him Miguel would 
become a problem. 

“What’s wrong?” Nash asked, gripping Sidney’s hips. 

Sidney lay against Nash’s chest and let Nash take over. 
“Nothing.” The last thing he wanted was to tell Nash he was 
jealous of a steward they’d only recently met. “Fuck me,” he 
urged. 


Nash lifted Sidney off him, withdrawing his cock. 
“Knees,” Nash instructed. 

Sidney grinned as he rolled to his stomach and lifted his 
ass in the air, tucking his knees under him. It was a position 
they didn’t do often. Nash preferred face to face fucking 
normally, so the switch confused Sidney for a moment. 
When Nash’s cock drove deep, Sidney forgot everything. His 
mind turned to mush as the pleasure washed over him. 
There was something about Nash in fucking mode that 
nothing on Earth could compete with, not even Sidney’s 
screwed-up problems. 

Nash grunted. “This what you want?” 

“So good.” It was exactly what Sidney needed. Each 
thrust of Nash’s hips brought Sidney closer to heaven. He 
felt the tell-tale tingles working their way up his spine 
Signalling his impending climax. Reaching under himself, 
Sidney grabbed his cock and began jerking in time with the 
rhythm Nash had set. “Tell me.” 

“Love you,” Nash rasped, his breathing heavy. 

The words washed over Sidney while he came. No 
matter what happened in life, Nash’s love had always been 
enough to soothe his pain and worries. 
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Nash stood directly behind Sidney at the all-ship safety 
drill. He leant forward and whispered in Sidney’s ear, “You 
look so sexy in that life jacket.” 

Laughing, Sidney elbowed Nash in the stomach. “Orange 
is definitely my colour.” 

An older man beside Sidney chuckled, obviously 
overhearing their exchange. Nash met the man’s gaze and 
smiled. “Oops, guess | shouldn’t have said that so loudly.” 

“Naw, we're smashed together like sardines.” The 
distinguished man stuck out his hand. “Jim Kloiber.” 

“Grady Nash, but everyone calls me Nash.” Nash rested 
his hands on Sidney’s shoulders. “My partner, Sidney Wilks.” 


“Nice to meet you both.” Jim shook hands with Nash 
before reaching out to shake Sidney’s hand. 

When Jim didn’t acknowledge anyone else around him, 
Nash got the feeling he was alone. “You taking a vacation by 
yourself?” 

Jim nodded. “Yeah. Just needed to get away for a while.” 

Nash wanted to invite Jim to join him and Sidney, but 
didn’t want to offer until he’d spoken to Sidney. As soon as 
the drill was over, Nash pulled Sidney to the side. “Would 
you mind if Jim sat with us at dinner? Sucks that he’s here 
alone.” 

“It was obviously his choice, but go ahead,” Sidney said. 

“Stay right here.” Nash wove his way through the crowd 
until he caught up with Jim. “Wait up.” 

Jim glanced over his shoulder. “Hey.” 

“We wanted to invite you to sit with us tonight at 
dinner.” 

“Oh.” Jim seemed surprised by the offer. “I figured I'd 
eat in my room, but that sounds nice. I’m in room sixty-two- 
sixty.” 

“Great. We're a floor below you in fifty-one-ninety-eight. 
How about meeting us at the Skyline Lounge for a drink 
around six?” 

“I'll be there.” 

Nash clapped Jim on the shoulder. “See ya then.” He 
returned to the spot where Sidney should have been only to 
find it empty. Damn. 

After checking their cabin, the pool deck, two of the bars 
and the casino, Nash was quickly becoming out of sorts. He 
returned to the room and found Sidney going through his 
Suitcase and hanging up clothes. “I’ve been looking 
everywhere for you. Why didn’t you stay where | told you 
to?” 

Sidney hung a shirt in the closet before turning towards 
Nash. “People started pushing to get by me, so | went with 
the flow. After | reached the top of the stairs, | decided to 


get some nachos.” He took another shirt off the pile. “I’m 
not five. | know how to navigate my way around a ship.” 

Nash sat on the made bed. Miguel may be annoying, but 
he was good. “I’m sorry.” Nash hated to admit it, but he had 
been afraid of Sidney getting lost on the expansive ship. 
“When | couldn’t find you, | started to worry.” 

“Why? Did you think I’d jumped overboard? Come on, 
give me some credit. | promise not to lean too far over the 
rails or go with men promising candy into a dark room, 
okay?” 

“Fine, | won’t worry about you. Satisfied?” Nash asked. 

“Perfectly satisfied thanks to you,” Sidney said, a wicked 
grin on his face. 

The tension between them eased. “Jim’ll meet us at the 
Skyline at six for drinks before dinner,” Nash announced. 

Sidney opened a drawer and dropped a load of socks 
and underwear into its depths. “What’s his story, did you 
find out?” 

“Nope. Just said he was here alone.” Nash knew he 
Should probably unpack, but he was itching to get to the 
casino now that they’d left port. 

“Maybe we should introduce him to Miguel,” Sidney 
joked. 

“I don’t think he’s gay, so | doubt Miguel would be his 
type.” Nash stood and snatched his room key off the top of 
the TV. “Do you mind if | hit the blackjack table for a while 
until we have to get ready for dinner?” 

Sidney zipped his suitcase before stowing it in the 
closet. He gave an indulgent smile, reaching for Nash’s 
luggage. “Go ahead. | know that money’s burning a hole in 
your pocket.” 

Nash stepped over and gave Sidney a deep kiss. 
“Thanks.” He started to leave but stopped in the doorway. 
“You know you don’t have to unpack for me, right?” 

“Yeah, but if | don’t do it neither will you, and lIl be 
stuck with a man in wrinkled clothes all week.” 


“Too true.” Nash chuckled as he shut the door. He loved 
that Sidney couldn’t help but take care of him even on 
vacation. 
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Sidney was sipping a very nice Merlot when Jim joined 
them at their small table. He stood and held out his hand, 
greeting the handsome older man. Although Nash thought 
Jim was straight, Sidney hadn’t talked to him enough to 
come to a conclusion. 

“Thanks for inviting me,” Jim said, taking a seat across 
from Sidney. 

Soon after, the server came over to take Jim’s order, 
Sidney also ordered another glass of wine while Nash 
requested a Long Island Iced Tea. Sidney was surprised. 
Nash rarely drank anything harder than beer. He wondered 
how much money he’d lost in the casino. “Did you have a 
chance to taste the food at the buffet today?” Sidney asked, 
hoping to start a conversation. 

“No, | ate just before boarding. Is it good?” Jim settled 
into his chair. 

“Not really. If | were you, I’d stick with the Snack Shack 
on the pool deck if you’re hungry between meals.” They sat 
in silence for several moments. Sidney hoped Nash would 
finally pipe in with a comment or question; it had been his 
idea to invite Jim after all. 

“So, where’re you from?” Jim eventually asked. 

“Chicago,” Sidney answered immediately. 

“Kansas,” Nash said at the same time. 

Sidney glanced at Nash. “We live in Chicago.” 

“Yes, but we're from Kansas,” Nash countered. 

Jim started to laugh. “The two of you remind me of me 
and my wife.” 

“Really?” Sidney perked up, glad to have confirmation of 
Jim’s sexuality. “And which one are you, the level-headed 
one, or the stubborn one?” 


“Not sure. Which answer will get me in the least amount 
of trouble?” Jim asked. 

Sidney nodded. “Yeah, you’re level-headed, like me.” 

Nash snorted, but wisely remained silent. 

Sidney squeezed Nash’s thigh. He wished he could lean 
over and give him a quick kiss, but they’d discussed the 
amount of PDA they were willing to indulge in while aboard 
the ship and had come to the conclusion that hugs and hand 
holding would be okay in mixed company but they would 
leave everything else to the privacy of their cabin. “So did 
your wife stay home?” 

Jim drank the remainder of his Scotch and water before 
signalling for another. “She passed away in October.” 

Sidney’s stomach dropped. “I’m sorry.” 

Jim’s eyes filled with tears. “Thanks, so am I.” 

“Did the two of you plan the cruise together?” Nash 
asked. 

“No. | was lucky enough to get a good deal at the last 
minute. It’s amazing how alone someone can feel in a city 
the size of Miami, but that was my fault.” 

Sidney hated to push Jim into revealing something he 
wasn’t ready for, but he had the feeling talking about his 
wife was exactly what Jim needed. “Do you have family?” 

“We have two children, but they’re grown and raising 
families of their own. It’s our friends | miss the most.” 

Sidney held his tongue but he was dying to ask what 
had happened to their friends. “Well, it’s a good thing we 
ran into you then. | plan to do a lot of reading beside the 
pool...” 

“He means sleeping,” Nash cut in. 

Sidney playfully punched Nash in the arm before 
continuing. “Anyway, Nash will need someone to keep an 
eye on him when I’m not around.” 

Jim nodded. “I’d like that. Although | promised my 
daughter | wouldn’t spend all my time in the room, | had a 
feeling I’d do just that.” 


It didn’t take long for Jim to finish his second drink. 
Sidney stood, hoping they’d get through dinner before Jim 
got too drunk. “Shall we get in line for the dining room?” 

“Or, you could let me take you both to dinner at 
Jacques’,” Jim offered. 

The restaurant was very expensive and not part of the 
cruise package. Sidney and Nash had talked about indulging 
in a night of fine dining, but had decided to spend their 
money on one of the excursions in St. Thomas instead. 
Sidney looked over at Nash, praying Nash would be the first 
to take Jim up on his generous offer. 

“We'd appreciate that very much as long as you know 
it’s not necessary,” Nash finally said. 

Jim waved away Nash’s concern. “It would be my 
pleasure.” 

Sidney was glad he’d talked Nash into wearing a coat 
and tie, a requirement at Jacques’. He grabbed Nash’s hand 
as they walked towards the restaurant. “Does this bother 
you?” he asked Jim. 

“What, seeing two people in love? Nope, not a bit,” Jim 
said with a smile. 

The more Sidney got to know Jim, the better he liked 
him. The situation was perfect. Nash could have a friend to 
pal around with during the day while Sidney lay by the pool 
guilt-free. He couldn’t have planned a better vacation. 
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Nash sat under a large beach umbrella with Jim while 
Sidney floated around the lagoon on a rented raft. Grand 
Turk Island was absolutely breathtaking, and Nash was 
perfectly content to relax for the day. He sat up in his lounge 
chair and looked around for one of the waiters. “You want a 
beer?” 

“I'd better stick with water,” Jim answered. He turned his 
head and looked at Nash. “lIl buy one of those coolers with 
water and ice if you'll help me drink it.” 


“My taste buds are crying for a beer.” Nash finally got 
the waiter’s attention. “He saw me.” 

Jim cleared his throat and readjusted his chair to raise 
the back. “I’d hate to sound like your doctor, but it’s not 
healthy to drink alcohol in this heat, especially for you.” 

“What do you mean, especially for me?” Nash asked. 

“Sidney mentioned you have a heart condition.” 

“I wouldn’t call it a condition. | had a heart attack a few 
years ago, but I’ve made a lot of changes since then. I’m 
fine.” Although Nash didn’t say it, he resented the fact that 
Sidney had spoken to Jim about his health. 

Jim resettled his sunglasses. “Don’t get mad at him. He 
asked me the day you and | went on that hike when we were 
in St. Thomas if | Knew CPR. He was just concerned.” 

When the waiter finally reached them, Nash gave in and 
ordered the water and ice package the cruise line offered. 
“Satisfied?” 

Jim grinned and nodded without saying anything. 

“Did Sidney tell you he and all my friends became 
certified in CPR right after my heart attack?” 

“Yeah. He also mentioned that you weren’t too happy 
about it,” Jim mumbled. 

“Hell, no | wasn’t happy. Every time | get the least bit 
winded around them, they freak out. It was a lot easier 
before they knew.” 

“Now that’s something we agree on,” Jim said. “They 
were able to diagnose my wife early. At the time we thought 
it was a blessing, but once we discovered there wasn’t a 
cure, we both wished we hadn’t found out in the first place.” 

“But it gave you time to say goodbye to each other.” 
Nash would want that time to get his life in order, so it 
didn’t make sense to him. 

“There’s never enough time to say goodbye to the 
person you love most. Instead of living our lives, we shut 
out everyone but each other for eight months. The laughter 
we'd always enjoyed became non-existent while we waited 


and prayed for one more day together.” Jim lifted his glasses 
long enough to wipe tears from his eyes. “Of course it 
wasn’t until after Alice’s funeral that | realised how much 
time we'd wasted thinking only of what would eventually 
happen.” He looked out towards the ocean where Sidney 
peacefully floated. “If | could rewind the clock, I’d have lived 
a normal life with Alice for seven of those eight months and 
dealt with the cancer only at the end.” 

Nash thought of Sidney’s mom and the way she’d slowly 
withered away before her death. “I guess | can understand 
that.” 

“Friends are important,” Jim stated. “Unfortunately, | 
also found that out too late.” 

Nash remembered the way Sidney had hovered after his 
heart attack. Although Nash was back on his feet within a 
fairly short amount of time, Sidney had refused to do 
anything with Luke or Bobbi during that period. He silently 
vowed not to let that happen again. 


Chapter Four 

December 2004 

“I can’t wait for Jim to meet Maggie,” Sidney said, 
rinsing the shampoo out of Dottie’s hair. “Do you think a six- 
year age difference is too much?” 

“No matchmaking,” Nash warned. “And don’t forget, 
we’re nine years apart.” 

“Yeah, but we’re two guys. | don’t know if Jim is into 
older women.” Sidney lifted the dripping dog and placed 
him in the towel Nash had ready. Maggie had come a long 
way since Alan’s death, but as far as Sidney knew, she 
hadn’t started dating again. 

“It’s taken me almost two years to convince Jim to fly up 
for a visit. Don’t scare him away.” Nash rubbed Dottie’s coat 
and put her down. They both laughed as the small Yorkiepoo 
took off running. 

Jim had become a good friend to both of them, but Nash 
seemed particularly fond of the older man. Despite talking 
on the phone at least once a week since their cruise almost 
two years earlier, they hadn’t seen Jim since. “All | plan on 
doing is giving the two of them a nudge towards each 
other.” 

Nash carried the wet towel into the laundry room. 

“Make sure you hang that up,” Sidney called after him. 

“I’ve lived with you for twenty years, don’t you think | 
know that?” Nash asked, coming back into the kitchen. 

Sidney dried his hands. “So that wasn’t your wet towel | 
found at the bottom of the hamper yesterday?” 

“Nope, not mine,” Nash denied. 

“Then you'd better call the police because obviously 
someone's broken into our house and taken a shower.” 

Nash chuckled and landed a smack on Sidney’s ass. 
“Sorry. | was in a hurry.” 


The doorbell rang before Sidney could reciprocate 
Nash’s action. “I'll get it. It’s your turn to blow dry Dottie,” 
Sidney informed Nash. 

Nash groaned. “She likes it better when you do it.” 

“That’s because | take my time and don’t turn it on 
high.” Sidney gave Nash a quick peck on the lips. “Hurry. I’m 
sure Jim doesn’t want a wet dog jumping into his lap.” 

Nash grumbled to himself as he went in search of Dottie. 
Sidney wiped at the wet spot on the front of his T-shirt as he 
neared the front door. When he opened it, he expected to 
see Jim on the porch, but was surprised to find Josh instead. 
“Hey,” he greeted, taking a step back. 

Josh shook his head. “I’m not coming in. | was in the 
neighbourhood and thought I'd stop by to ask if it’s okay to 
bring a date with me to Christmas dinner this year?” 

A date? As far as Sidney knew, Josh rarely dated and 
when he did, it wasn’t the kind of woman you introduced to 
your family. “Uh, sure. Is this someone you've been seeing 
long?” 

“Not really. We met through one of those online dating 
services a couple months ago. Anyway, she keeps saying 
yes when I ask her out, so | thought | might bring her if it’s 
Okay.” 

“Sure.” Sidney was still stunned. Josh had barely spoken 
to him since Alan’s death. 

“Thanks. See ya Saturday,” Josh said, walking away. 

Sidney continued to stand in the doorway as the cold 
wind bit at his face until Josh’s car was out of sight. 

“Who was it?” Nash asked, coming up behind Sidney. 

Sidney shut the door before turning to face his partner. 
“Josh. He wants to bring a date on Saturday.” 

“That’s weird.” 

“Yeah, that’s what | thought.” Sidney wrinkled his nose. 
“You smell like wet dog.” 

“I’m not the only one.” Nash reached down and pulled 
Sidney’s damp T-shirt over his head before removing his 


own. “There, that’s better,” he said once they were skin to 
Skin. 

Sidney loved the way Nash’s chest hair felt rubbing on 
him. He continued to squirm, brushing his nipples against 
the coarse brown and grey hair. “This is making me horny.” 

Nash pinched Sidney’s left nipple. “Why is it that you 
always get horny when company is due to arrive?” 

“| don’t know.” Sidney unzipped Nash’s jeans and 
reached in to rub Nash's hardening cock. “You 
complaining?” 

“Yeah, because I’m always left hard as a rock for the rest 
of the day,” Nash grumbled. 

“Mmm.” Sidney bent over and licked the head of Nash’s 
cock. “It’s like really drawn-out foreplay to me.” He sucked 
the crown into his mouth. Jim had to be only minutes away 
so they didn’t have time to fuck, but maybe Nash would be 
satisfied with a quick blowjob. 

Nash threaded his fingers through Sidney’s hair and 
began to thrust in and out of his mouth. “Feels so fucking 
good.” 

Sidney nodded in agreement. He loved to suck Nash’s 
cock, to scrape the prominent veins with his teeth and to 
swallow the load of cum his efforts rewarded him with. 

When Nash’s grip on Sidney’s hair tightened, it signalled 
Nash’s impending release. Sidney backed off until the head 
was in his mouth. He circled the bulbous crown with his 
tongue just as the first strand of cum hit the back of his 
throat. 

“Fuck!” Nash howled as he shot his seed. 

Sidney greedily swallowed every drop before pulling 
away. He stood and kissed Nash with passion. Whether it 
was the time of year or something in the water, Sidney 
didn’t know, but he’d been hornier than usual lately. Nash 
didn’t seem to mind; as a matter of fact he often instigated 
their lovemaking lately. It was as if he knew all it took was a 
glance or a quick grope to get Sidney fired up. 


Whatever the reason, their sex life was better than it 
had been in years, and Sidney welcomed every moment of 
it. 
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“Thanks, babe,” Nash said when Sidney set a plate of 
munchies and a fresh beer beside him on the poker table. 

“You're welcome.” Sidney reached under the table and 
gave Nash’s cock a squeeze. 

Unable to stop himself, Nash groaned. He tried to cover 
the sound by coughing immediately after, but the 
expressions on the other men’s faces told him he hadn't 
been successful. “How’s Jim getting along?” 

“Good. He’s all settled in the guestroom. Said he was 
going to turn in and watch TV,” Sidney answered before 
disappearing into the kitchen. 

“What the hell was that?” Butch was the first to ask. 

“What?” Nash asked as he shuffled the cards. 

“The two of you have been acting like horny teenagers 
all night,” JJ cut in. “It’s starting to freak me out.” 

Nash refused to be embarrassed. As much as he loved 
playing poker with his friends, he enjoyed Sidney’s current 
mood even more. “I have no idea what’s going on with 
Sidney, but I’m not about to complain.” He looked JJ in the 
eyes. “Would you?” 

“Good point.” JJ stared at Eric. “Why don’t you go into 
the kitchen and see if you can catch whatever Sidney has.” 

Eric laughed and threw a chip at JJ. “I think you have 
that backwards, dear.” 

Nash thought of the blowjob he’d received hours earlier. 
He had no idea what had got into Sidney, but he hoped like 
hell it stuck around for a while. He noticed Butch’s bottle 
was empty. “l'Il grab you another beer.” 

“Not necessary. I’m sure Luke’ll be bringing one in any 
minute,” Butch said. 


“PIL go make sure,” Nash said, getting to his feet. He 
was out of the dining room before Butch could protest 
further. He heard laughter follow him, but didn’t care. He 
found Luke and Sidney at the kitchen table going through a 
new cookbook Luke had brought with him. “Would you mind 
taking Butch a beer?” 

Luke grinned. “Shall | play your hand for you while I’m in 
there?” 

“Hell no, I’m down eight bucks as it is. They can talk 
until | get back to the table.” Nash waited for Luke to leave 
the room before pulling Sidney up and into his arms. 
“What’s gotten into you tonight?” 

Instead of answering, Sidney kissed him. When Sidney 
started to hump him, Nash took control. He insinuated his 
thigh between Sidney’s legs to give Sidney something solid 
to rub against. Nash broke the kiss when Sidney started to 
unzip him. “What’s going on with you?” 

“Want you,” Sidney moaned. 

Although Nash knew he was crazy not to take advantage 
of the situation, Sidney’s actions were so out of character he 
couldn’t help but worry. “Seriously, what’s going on?” 

Sidney bit Nash’s nipple through the thin material of his 
Shirt. “You complaining?” 

Nash closed his eyes as Sidney continued to ride his 
thigh. “As much as I’d like to rip your clothes off and fuck 
you right here on the table, we’ve got a houseful of guests.” 

As if a switch had been turned off, Sidney immediately 
stilled. He pushed away from Nash and gestured to the 
dining room. “Then | guess you’d better go take care of 
them.” 

“Hey.” Nash tried to pull Sidney back into his arms. “l 
didn’t say | didn’t want to, just that it'll have to wait for a 
few more hours.” 

“Whatever. Go do what you need to do.” Sidney lifted 
the dog out of her bed in the corner of the room and his 
coat beside the door. “Dottie needs to go out.” 


Nash stuck his head into the dining room and motioned 
for Luke. 

“What’s wrong?” Luke asked, wheeling into the kitchen. 

“Do you know what’s going on with Sidney?” 

Luke glanced around the kitchen before answering. “l 
don’t know what’s gotten into him tonight, but | know he’s 
upset because he’s turning forty next week.” 

“Why?” It didn’t make sense to Nash. 

“He said something about the people in his family dying 
young. | think he’s starting to feel old for the first time in his 
life.” 

Nash scratched his jaw. “You'd better go finish the game 
for me while | go outside and talk to him.” 

“I don’t know what happened between the two of you, 
because he was in a pretty damn good mood when | left, but 
if he’s outside, | say let him cool off.” 

Even though following Luke’s advice would be the 
easiest thing to do, Nash couldn't let it go. He thought of the 
number of times Sidney had pulled him out of a funk over 
the years. “Tell the guys I’m out.” 

Nash stepped onto the _ shovelled porch without 
bothering to put on a coat. He spotted Sidney a half a block 
down with Dottie in his arms. Instead of chasing after 
Sidney, Nash continued to stand under the light. He knew 
eventually Sidney would get cold and come back. 

While he waited, Nash remembered the fortieth birthday 
party Sidney had thrown for him at the bar. More 
importantly, Nash remembered the way he’d screwed it up. 
That, more than anything, kept him in place despite the 
driving wind and cold that threatened to land him in the 
hospital with frostbite. 

“You're an idiot,” Sidney said, coming towards Nash. 

“So what else is new?” Nash walked down the steps and 
met Sidney halfway. “I’m sorry if | hurt your feelings.” 

Sidney leaned against Nash with Dottie still in his arms. 
“Don’t apologise, it'll just make me feel worse for running 


out of the house like a brat.” 

Snow started to fall as they stood there, reminding Nash 
just how damn cold it was. “Why don’t you let me put Dottie 
in the house and grab a coat and we'll go for a walk.” 

“I'd like that.” 

It took a few minutes for Nash to find them both gloves, 
but he rejoined Sidney in no time. “It’s getting heavier,” 
Nash said, pulling on a stocking cap. 

“I’m hoping to get about eight inches.” Sidney 
snickered. 

“Hold up your hands.” 

“Ooh, what do you have in mind?” 

Nash held up Sidney’s gloves. “Keeping you out of the 
emergency room.” 

Sidney smiled up at Nash as his gloves were fitted into 
place. “What about your poker party?” 

“You come first.” Nash gave Sidney a quick kiss. “Always 
have.” Nash wrapped his arm around Sidney and started 
down the sidewalk towards the park. “Luke told me you're 
having a hard time with forty.” 

“Forty’s old,” Sidney mumbled. 

“So what does that make me?” Nash asked. 

“A sexy older man. But I’m not supposed to be old, 
that’s your role.” 

Nash tried to keep a straight face, but failed miserably. 
“Forty isn’t old, besides, you'll always be younger than me.” 
He scooped Sidney up into his arms and tossed him over his 
shoulder. 

“My mom died when she was thirty-two, Dad when he 
was fifty-four. You’ve already had a heart attack and you’re 
not even fifty.” 

Although Sidney said it in a soft voice, Nash heard the 
words loud and clear. He carried Sidney over to one of the 
snow-covered benches and lowered him to the ground. After 
a quick swipe of his hand, he pulled Sidney down beside 
him. “I won’t downplay what you’re feeling, because | think 


it’s pretty damn natural for someone who lost both parents 
so young, but Jim taught me something on that cruise.” 

When Sidney began to shake, Nash knew it had more to 
do with emotions than cold. He lifted Sidney into his lap and 
kissed him. With the dark snowy night enveloping them, 
Sidney slid his hands under Nash’s coat and kissed him 
back. It was a special moment he knew would stick in his 
memory for years. He hadn’t told Sidney that his blood 
pressure medication had been increased on his last doctor 
visit. There was little either of them could do about it 
anyway. 

Nash silently cursed as the kiss continued. He’d already 
cut his work day down to just a few hours in front of the 
computer. Exercise had become part of his daily routine and 
Sidney made it his mission to make sure he ate properly. 
Although he was doing everything right, his heart still 
wasn’t as healthy as it should be. 

Sidney broke the kiss. “Tell me what Jim said that 
helped.” 

“Well, he said a lot of stuff, but what | walked away with 
was this. It’s better to live your life than worry about your 
death.” Nash shook his head. “I can’t promise you that 
you'll live to be eighty or ninety, but | can promise to love 
you every single day | have you.” 

Sidney nodded. “lII love you too,” he whispered against 
Nash’s lips. 

* k k OK 

“| don’t understand why we couldn’t do this at our 
house,” Nash grumbled as he pulled into the Creative 
Solutions parking lot. 

Sidney reached over and tugged on a hank of Nash’s 
hair. “Because sometimes it’s good to let other people host 
parties. So when Ben invited us to ring in the New Year with 
him, | couldn’t say no.” He leant over and kissed Nash’s 
cheek. “Come on, no pouting. We spent the entire day 


yesterday together for my birthday. Now it’s time to party 
with our friends.” 

“| don’t pout, and even if | did, it wouldn’t be over a 
stupid party.” 

Sidney rolled his eyes and opened the door. Next to him, 
Nash was the king of pouting, but Sidney doubted it was a 
good time to bring it up. Although JJ, Eric and Zac had 
returned to their respective lives a few days earlier, the rest 
of Sidney’s friends and work colleagues were probably 
already inside. Jim had even decided to stay in Chicago for a 
few more weeks, but had insisted on checking into a hotel. 
As Jim put it, meat and houseguests start to go bad after 
three days. God, Sidney loved Jim. 

Sidney took two steps before he hit a small patch of ice 
and went down, hard. Instead of getting up right away, he 
stretched out on the frozen parking lot and waited for Nash. 
“A little help?” he called. 

Nash was out and around the truck before the words 
were barely out of Sidney’s mouth. “Dammit, | told you to 
scuff the bottom of those boots.” He grabbed Sidney under 
the arms and carefully lifted him to his feet. 

Sidney looked down at the shiny brown leather boots 
Nash had given him for Christmas. “But they’re too pretty to 
scuff up.” 

“Better than scuffing up your head.” Nash pulled Sidney 
against his side. “You okay?” 

“Yeah. l'Il probably have a nice bruise on my ass, but at 
least no one else saw it.” 

“Don’t be so sure of that,” a deep voice said from the 
shadows. 

Great. “You spying on me, Mike?” Sidney asked. 

“Nope. Came out to smoke.” Mike tossed a cigarette 
butt into the bucket filled with sand before stepping away 
from the building. 

After five years together, Mike and his partner Shane 
had ended their relationship almost six months earlier. Since 


then, Mike had begun smoking like a damn chimney. 

“I take it your twink-of-the-week is inside,” Nash 
commented. 

Mike ignored Nash and reached for Sidney, giving him a 
bear hug. “Happy belated birthday, buddy.” 

Despite Nash’s growl of jealousy, Sidney hugged Mike 
back. There was something about Mike’s hugs that made 
Sidney feel safe and wanted at the same time. It was 
precisely what Sidney needed after turning forty a day 
earlier. “Thanks.” 

Nash pulled Sidney out of Mike’s arms. “Get your own.” 

One corner of Mike’s mouth lifted, bestowing that sexy, 
devilish grin upon Sidney he was known for. “I will, but you 
know I’ve always wanted yours,” Mike told Nash. 

“Not always,” Sidney corrected. “You were happy with 
Shane for a long time.” 

“I was content. It’s not the same as being happy.” Mike 
turned and started towards the front of the building. 

“Sorry about that.” Sidney took hold of Nash again as 
they followed Mike. 

“That guy really gets under my skin,” Nash snarled. 

“I know, so does he, which is why he does it. Believe me, 
when you're not around, Mike’s a completely different 
person.” 

“I hope so. Otherwise | might have to rearrange his 
face.” 

Sidney silently asked forgiveness for the little white lie. 
Mike had always been a flirt; it was part of his nature. 
Fortunately, Sidney knew Mike well enough to know he 
wasn’t expected to respond to the innuendos flung his way. 

The party was in full swing by the time they stepped 
inside Creative Solutions. Abby, Ben’s wife, had outdone 
herself on the decorations. “This is fantastic.” 

Nash paused in the process of removing his coat. He 
tilted his head back and looked up at the rafters dripping 


with white fairy lights. “Who do you think had the balls to 
get up there and hang those?” 

Sidney hung his coat up before taking Nash's. “It’s not 
that big of a deal, actually. Those beams are eighteen- 
inches wide. Even I’ve been up there a time or two.” 

Nash rubbed his chest. “Don’t tell me that.” 

Sidney chuckled. Heights had always been something 
Nash wasn’t comfortable with. He wouldn’t even go out on 
Maggie’s balcony because of it. 

“You made it,” Abby said, rushing over. 

“Finally. Nash insisted we arrive fashionably late.” 
Sidney kissed Abby’s cheek. “The place looks fantastic.” 

Abby’s face lit up. “It does, doesn’t it? I’ve had the best 
time putting it all together.” 

“You should do it every year,” Sidney told her. Behind 
him, Nash cleared his throat. Sidney chose to ignore his 
grumpy partner. “l'Il be here, that’s for sure.” 

“The Ellington’s are here,” Abby said, pointing towards 
an elderly couple. “They can’t stop talking about how much 
they love their house.” 

The Ellington project had been one of the biggest and 
most recent jobs Sidney had designed. The sixteen- 
thousand-square-foot open beam and stone home had taken 
almost two years from start to finish, but it truly was 
Sidney’s best work. “That’s nice to hear.” 

“Architectural Digest wants to feature it on the cover of 
their June edition.” Abby quickly covered her mouth. “Shit, | 
wasn’t supposed to tell you that. When Ben congratulates 
you, make sure you act like it’s a surprise.” 

Sidney chuckled. “I will.” 

“Sorry to interrupt, Mrs Shrivers, but what time should 
we set out the champagne?” a woman asked. 

Abby squeezed Sidney’s hand. “l’d better get back to 
my hostess duties, but l'Il catch up with you later.” 

“Sounds good.” Sidney turned back to Nash only to find 
him gone. He looked around the room and eventually 


spotted him in the corner with Luke and Butch. Figures. 
Instead of joining the non-social club, Sidney decided to 
mingle. 

After a quick word with the Ellingtons, he moved on to 
the group of Shrivers. “Hey.” 

Steven Shriver, oldest and head of Shrivers’ 
Construction, held out his hand. “You hear the good news?” 

“Yeah, Abby let it slip, but she made me promise not to 
tell Ben | know,” Sidney replied. 

“It’ll mean putting in more hours than you already do. | 
hope you're prepared for that,” Steven said. 

“I’ve been in the magazine before and it didn’t change 
anything other than bringing in new clients,” Sidney 
countered. 

Steven shook his head. “I’m not referring to the layout. 
I’m talking about the partnership.” 

Shocked, Sidney ran his fingers through his shoulder- 
length hair. “I don’t know anything about a partnership.” 
Although he was excited by the idea, it was something he’d 
have to discuss with Nash. 

“Damn it, Steve, you just fucked up Ben’s surprise,” 
Mike said, punching his older brother in the arm. 

“It’s okay. Actually, I’m glad | know. It’ll give me time to 
talk to Nash before Ben mentions it.” Sidney wandered off 
without saying anything else to the brothers. He caught 
Nash’s attention and motioned towards the rear of the 
building, where the offices were set up. Nash nodded and 
held up his beer, silently asking if Sidney wanted one. He 
definitely needed a drink but beer wasn’t what he had in 
mind. 

Sidney shook his head and heading to the bar. Abby had 
gone all out for the party, even hiring professional wait staff 
that included a bartender. “You'll be my new best friend if 
you can whip me up a chocolate martini.” 

The bartender looked at Sidney like he was crazy. Okay, 
SO maybe not everyone wanted to be his best friend. 


Whatever. Sidney had too much on his mind to worry about 
people he didn’t even know. He pulled a dollar out of his 
pocket and stuffed it into the tip jar before following Sidney 
to the offices with his drink. 

“What’s up?” Nash asked. 

“There’s something | need to talk to you about,” Sidney 
began. 

“Did Mike say something? | saw you talking to him.” 

“No, you saw me talking to Steven, Mike happened to be 
there, that’s all.” Not only was Sidney not in the mood for 
the bartender’s attitude, but the jealousy thing was getting 
on his nerves. “Ben’s going to...” 

“There you are,” Ben said, cutting Sidney off. 

Shit. Shit. Shit. “Yep, here | am.” Sidney glanced at 
Nash. “Trying to sneak in a private moment with my guy,” 
he said, hoping Ben took the hint. 

“Well then I’m lucky | caught you both at the same time. 
| have something very important to offer you.” 

Nash removed his feet from Sidney’s desk and stood. 
“What’s going on?” 

Ben continued to face Sidney. “I’d like to officially offer 
you a partnership in the company. It'll mean a little more 
responsibility, but you'll get a nice bump in pay, profit 
Sharing and your own office once you design us a new 
building.” 

It was a lot to take in. Although he’d love to give Ben an 
immediate answer, he couldn’t. “The offer sounds great, but 
I'll have to discuss it with Nash.” 

“No, you don’t,” Nash cut in. “You’ve got to take it. 
You’ve earned it.” 

“And the added hours?” Sidney questioned. 

Nash wrapped his arm around Sidney’s waist. “We'll 
make it work.” 

Nash’s easy acceptance was almost too good to be true, 
but Sidney wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. 


He took a deep breath. “Then | accept. But what’s this about 
a new building? | thought you liked it here?” 

“I do. This building’s my baby, but it’s no longer big 
enough. Especially after that cover and spread in 
Architectural Digest comes out.” Ben smiled. “Yeah, Abby 
told me she let it slip.” 

“What're you talking about?” Nash asked, clearly 
confused. 

“The Ellington house will be the featured story in the 
June issue,” Sidney explained. 

“And the good news keeps on coming,” Nash declared. 
Although Nash was putting on a good show in front of Ben, 
Sidney noticed Nash’s smile hadn’t reached his eyes. Not 
good. 

“What’re you going to do with this building?” Sidney 
needed to know. The Creative Solutions office had a lot to do 
with his decision to work for Ben in the first place. 

“That friend of yours, Jim, has fallen in love with it. Says 
he’s sick and tired of stucco and ready to get out of Miami. 
He asked if there was any way to get it rezoned for 
residential.” 

“Do you think that’s possible?” Sidney would love to see 
Jim move closer. 

“Probably not, but | told him we could always recreate 
the design somewhere else. AS much as Abby enjoyed 
planning this party, | thought about offering to help back her 
in a party planning business or something like that.” Ben 
looked around the large space with the exposed beam 
ceiling. “I love this place too much to sell to a stranger.” 

Sidney loved it too. He also loved the sense of family he 
felt each day he walked through the doors. “Can | ask you 
something? Do you need the added income expanding will 
bring in?” 

Ben was quiet for a few moments before answering, 
“Not really. | just always figured when the time was right, I’d 
take the company to the next level.” 


Sidney nodded. “And | completely understand that 
reasoning, but I’m not sure that’s the best way to go in this 
case. Right now, there are five of us and we all work really 
well together. I’ve worked for a big design company, and | 
can tell you it’s nothing like what we have here.” 

Ben finished his wine and set the glass on Sidney’s desk. 
“So you think we should turn away business?” 

Sidney wouldn’t have put it that way, but... “Yeah. Right 
now, we're in the position to pick and choose the jobs we 
want to work on. Hell, we can even charge a little more for 
our services if we decide to go that way. | know it probably 
means you won’t need a partner after all, but I’m okay with 
that as long as things can stay the same.” 

“No, regardless of what we decide, you’ve earned a 
partnership. The rest we’ll have to figure out together.” Ben 
held out his hand. “Thanks for making me see the situation 
in a different light.” 

Sidney shook Ben’s hand. “Anytime, partner.” 


Chapter Five 
April 2006 

“Fifty? Can you believe it?” Sidney asked, attaching 
Nash’s birthday banner to the stone above the fireplace. 

“Yeah, | can believe it. Half the time he acts a lot older 
than that,” Luke replied, tying a balloon. 

Sidney climbed down from the ladder and turned to face 
his friend. “What’s going on between you lately? It seems 
every time | turn around you're making a snide remark 
about him.” 

Luke finished tying a length of ribbon around the end of 
the balloon and let it float to the ceiling. “He didn’t tell 
you?” 

“Evidently not, since | don’t know what the fuck you’re 
referring to.” Sidney pulled a black balloon out of the bag 
and fitted it against the nozzle on the helium tank. 

“He cornered me at Christmas and told me | was being 
selfish for wanting to adopt. Why it’s any of his business | 
don’t know, but he’s obviously been talking to Butch, which 
means either Butch put him up to it or Nash decided Butch 
can’t talk for himself.” 

“I’m sorry.” Sidney refused to apologise for Nash, but he 
was sorry to see how much the confrontation had hurt Luke. 
He tied the balloon and reached for a ribbon. 

“I’ve worked so hard for the last year and a half, trying 
to get this to happen for us, and suddenly | find out Butch 
hates the idea.” 

“Butch doesn’t hate the idea, he thinks he’s too old,” 
Sidney tried to explain. 

“So he’s talked to you about it, too?” Luke asked. 

“No, but Nash did.” 

“Oh, that’s just great. So now you're against it, too.” 

“| didn’t say that. It took Butch a while to warm up to 
the idea of having a child, but he knew how much it meant 


to you. Then, when you landed in the hospital with 
pneumonia last September, he got scared.” 

“Because | might die someday? That’s bullshit. Nash 
could drop dead at any moment from a heart attack, but | 
don’t see the two of you putting your lives on hold because 
of it.” 

The balloon Sidney had in his hands drifted to the ceiling 
without a ribbon. He’d known Luke for years and never had 
his friend said something so incredibly hurtful. Without a 
word, Sidney stood and walked up the staircase, retreating 
to a place Luke couldn’t follow. 

He shut the door to his bedroom and sat on the edge of 
the mattress, still reeling from Luke’s statement. Opening 
Nash’s bedside drawer, Sidney pulled out the bottle of 
medicine. He wondered if Luke’s words would’ve had the 
same effect a week earlier, before Sidney had picked up 
Nash’s medicine from the pharmacy only to realise it was a 
much stronger dose than he’d been on in the past. 

When he’d questioned Nash, Nash had explained that 
the increase in dosage was just a precaution and nothing for 
Sidney to worry about. Of course, Sidney still didn’t believe 
him, so Nash had immediately called his doctor who verified 
everything Nash had told him. The phone beside him rang, 
Startling him enough that he dropped the pill bottle. He 
reached over and grabbed the phone. “Hello.” 

“I’m sorry. | shouldn’t have said that,” Luke said. 

“You're right, you shouldn’t have.” Sidney did something 
completely out of character and hung up on Luke. He 
unplugged the phone before it had a chance to ring again. 

He retrieved the pill bottle from under the bed where it 
had rolled and tossed it back into the drawer. Close to 
twenty guests were due to arrive for Nash’s birthday party 
in a few short hours and Sidney had barely started to 
decorate. Whatever. Nash didn’t really care if the house was 
decorated as long as his friends were able to come. Luckily, 


Nash’s birthday fell on Easter weekend, so the house would 
once again be full of the people they loved most. 

A series of thumping sounds caught Sidney’s attention. 
He closed Nash’s drawer and went to investigate. The noise 
came again as Sidney opened the bedroom door. “Are you 
okay?” he called out to Luke. 

“Not yet.” 

Sidney walked down the hall just as Luke’s face came 
into view. “What the hell are you doing?” Sidney rushed 
towards Luke before his friend lost his balance and broke his 
neck toppling down the staircase. 

“Apologising,” Luke gasped. 

Sidney hooked his arms under Luke’s armpits and used 
every ounce of his strength to pull Luke safely to the top. He 
collapsed with Luke half-on half-off of him. “Are you fucking 
crazy?” 

“Yeah, evidently | am,” Luke panted. | can’t believe | 
said that to you. After everything you’ve done for me.” 

Sidney squirmed from under Luke and stretched out 
beside him. “Nash’s having problems with his blood 
pressure again. Your remark hit a little too close to home.” 

Luke rested his head on Sidney’s outstretched arm, 
snuggling against him. “I swear | didn’t know.” 

“I know you didn’t. | doubt even Butch knows. Hell, | was 
clueless until | discovered it by accident.” Sidney kissed 
Luke’s forehead. “You scared the shit out of me, you know 
that?” 

“It wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever attempted, but it 
worked.” 

After Luke’s brush with pneumonia, Sidney had done 
some research and discovered how dangerous the illness 
was to paraplegics. Not just that either, there were several 
conditions that put Luke at a higher risk of an early death. 
“Butch is worried that a baby will be dangerous. | know you 
like to believe otherwise, but your body can’t fight off 
illnesses as easily as it could before the accident.” 


“Don’t you think | know that? I’ve lived in the chair for 
more than half my life. | also know I’m not likely to reach the 
age of seventy, but I’m not going to let that stop me from 
living the life | want. l'II have to take some additional 
precautions, that’s all.” 

“Have you told that to Butch?” Sidney asked. 

“No. The second | start talking about my life expectancy, 
he runs away.” 

“That’s because he can’t imagine his life without you. 
lm the same way with Nash. | think that’s why he doesn’t 
tell me when he’s not feeling a hundred per cent.” Sidney 
continued to hold Luke in his arms until he heard the front 
door open. “Who's there?” 

“Your hero and his trusty sidekick,” Nash answered. 
“Where are you?” 

“Top of the stairs. Butch, would you come up and get 
your man?” Sidney asked. 

“What?” Butch flew up the staircase and stared down at 
the picture Sidney and Luke no doubt made. “What the 
hell’s going on here?” 

“Well, Sidney bet me | couldn’t race him up the steps, so 
| had to prove him wrong,” Luke replied. 

Butch’s complexion turned an interesting shade of red 
as he bent down and lifted Luke into his arms. “Do you have 
any idea what could’ve happened?” 

“No, Dad, l'm completely clueless,” Luke shot back. 

Instead of arguing further, Butch began kissing Luke. 
“That’s my cue.” Sidney got to his feet and went downstairs 
to join Nash. “Sorry, | haven’t gotten much decorating 
done.” 

Nash studied Sidney for several moments. “Sounds like 
you had something a little more interesting to do.” 

“Not interesting, but necessary.” 

“You going to tell me about it?” Nash stared up at the 
balloon, clinging to the ceiling. 

“Nope, probably not.” 


* kK k xk 


Nash found Sidney in the sunroom, drinking wine and 
sitting with Josh and his girlfriend, Jessica. “Did you put JJ up 
to this?” He up the small gift bag. 

“Up to what?” Sidney‘s cheeks flushed, a clear sign he 
was well on his way to getting drunk. 

Nash moved closer and opened the bag, allowing Sidney 
to get a glimpse of the candy thong inside. He had to admit 
they intrigued him. He wondered how long it would take 
Sidney to eat them off him. 

Sidney let out a whoop of laughter. “Oh my God, I can’t 
believe my little brother did that.” He jumped up, grabbed 
the sack from Nash and rushed from the room. 

“How many of those has he had?” Nash asked Josh, 
pointing at Sidney’s wine glass. 

Josh gestured to the empty bottle on the sideboard. “He 
opened that when he sat down, but that wasn’t that long 
ago. I’m not sure how much he had earlier.” 

Jessica cleared her throat. “Do you mind if | ask what 
was in the bag?” 

Although Josh had been dating Jessica for a year and a 
half, Nash didn’t know the woman well. Sidney had 
managed to mend fences somewhat with Josh, but Nash had 
no desire. Still, Jessica seemed like an incredibly nice lady, 
too nice for Josh in Nash’s opinion. “Candy thong.” 

Jessica’s blond eyebrows shot up. “Oh.” Once the initial 
Shock had subsided, she grinned. “Where do you find 
something like that?” 

“Some novelty stores, but usually sex shops. Why? You 
interested in getting a pair?” Josh teased. 

“Do they come in his and hers?” she asked. 

Josh leant over and whispered something in Jessica’s 
ear. Nash spotted the opening and took the opportunity to 
escape. He followed the laughter to the living room and just 


as he’d predicted, found Sidney in the thick of it. He’d pulled 
the candy thong out of the box and had it on over his jeans. 

“Does this turn you on, JJ?” Sidney danced around in 
front of his younger half-brother. 

“Stop it, I’m going blind,” JJ protested. 

Everyone else in the room was laughing at the brothers’ 
antics except Mike, who was intently staring at Sidney’s 
crotch. Nash purposely stepped between Mike and Sidney, 
cutting off Mike’s view. “You’ve had your fun, but those are 
mine.” 

Sidney stood on his tiptoes and wrapped his arms 
around Nash’s neck. “I love you.” 

“Yep, almost as much as the wine tonight.” He soothed 
his words with a soft kiss. Getting angry with Sidney for 
having a good time wasn’t possible. Nash placed another 
kiss on Sidney’s lips before whispering in his ear. “You take 
that thong upstairs and I'll model it for you later.” 

“Really?” Sidney’s eyes lit with delight. 

“Provided you’re not passed out by then.” Nash tapped 
Sidney’s nose. “Go easy on the wine, okay?” 

“Come on, trouble, l'II buy you a cup of coffee,” Luke 
offered. 

Nash waited until Sidney left the room before turning to 
face Mike. “Can | speak to you outside?” 

“Sure.” Mike stood and followed Nash out of the house. 

Nash unlocked the garage door and stepped inside. “I’m 
not sure if you have a death wish or if you’re just really, 
really stupid, but I’m sick of warning you off Sidney.” 

Mike crossed his arms and leaned against the closed 
door. “I promised you the last time you threatened me that | 
wouldn’t try to steal Sidney from you, and so far I’ve kept 
my word.” 

“Liar. I've seen the way you watch him,” Nash accused. 

“Let’s get something straight,” Mike said, taking a step 
towards Nash. “I’ve respected your relationship with Sidney, 


but you do not have the right to tell me who | can and can’t 
love. You got that?” 

Hearing another man declare love for Sidney made Nash 
sick to his stomach. “You don’t love Sidney. You might think 
you do, but you don’t even know him.” 

“Don’t kid yourself, Nash. You don’t have to fuck a 
person to know them, not the best parts of them anyway. 
Just know I'll be waiting in the wings if you screw up again, 
so you'd better stop lying to him about your health.” 

“You don’t know anything .” Nash refused to believe that 
Sidney would talk to Mike about something so personal. 

“My dad had his first heart attack when he was thirty- 
eight. Another at forty-three, and he was dead before he 
reached his forty-seventh birthday.” 

“Gee, way to make a guy feel good on his fiftieth 
birthday,” Nash replied. “What’s this have to do with my 
blood pressure?” 

Mike shook his head. “It’s not only your blood pressure. 
l'm real good at seeing other signs, like the way your colour 
changes once in a while and the way you pant after walking 
up a single flight of stairs. So whether you’re lying to 
yourself or just Sidney, | don’t know, but there’s definitely 
lying going on.” 

Mike’s warning slowly began to sink in. Nash looked at 
Mike with a brand of respect he’d never before felt for the 
man. “Is this your way of telling me that you’ll watch over 
Sidney if something happens to me?” Nash asked. 

Mike turned back towards the door and opened it. “TIl 
continue to watch over Sidney whether you’re here or not. 
The rest is up to you.” 

x k x x 

Sidney kissed Maggie on the cheek as she passed him a 
bowl of carrot salad. “You know, I’m the only one here who 
eats this.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth he 


regretted it. Carrot salad had been Alan’s favourite part of 
Easter brunch. 

“You're worth it.” Maggie rested her hand on Sidney’s 
chest. “So was Alan.” 

“Yeah, he was.” Sidney carried the bowl to the 
refrigerator. “Josh and Jessica are in the back room.” 

“Have the two of you made up yet?” Maggie asked, 
taking a seat at the island. 

Sidney closed the refrigerator. “Things will never be the 
same between us if that’s what you’re asking, but it’s nice 
to see him happy for a change.” 

“He won’t marry her,” Maggie announced. 

“How do you know that?” Sidney sat next to her. Maggie 
may fool some people, but Sidney had always known where 
to go for the best gossip. 

“Josh is afraid he’ll fall off the wagon and take Jessica 
with him, so he refuses to make her a promise he doesn’t 
know that he can keep,” Maggie explained. 

Although Sidney understood Josh’s reasoning, he didn’t 
agree with it. Unfortunately, he wasn’t in the position to 
give Josh advice. “What about you? How are you and Jim 
getting along? You told me at Christmas that Jim asked you 
to dinner.” 

Maggie played with the corner of a dishtowel that sat in 
front of her for several moments. “Jim and | are friends. But 
we’ll never be more than that.” 

“Why? You seem so perfect for each other.” Sidney 
wanted so desperately to see Maggie happy again. 

“Alan was the perfect man for me, and Jim feels the 
same about his wife.” Maggie moved to hold Sidney’s hand. 
“So, we go to dinner and an occasional movie, and that’s 
enough for us.” 

Sidney wanted to argue, but how could he? Despite his 
wishes for Jim and Maggie, he knew he’d feel the same way 
if something happened to Nash. “Okay.” He gave Maggie 
another kiss on the cheek. “I just want you to be happy.” 


“Sidney, you're forty-two-years-old, haven’t you figured 
out yet that happy is a momentary emotion? If you spend 
your life trying to be happy, you'll always come up short. 
Contentment is an emotion that will withstand the storms 
around you. Focus on that, and you won't feel like you’ve 
failed at the end of your life.” 

Sidney knew he’d always remember Maggie’s words of 
wisdom. “So, you're saying | shouldn’t focus on happiness,” 
he summarised. 

“Enjoy it when it comes, but don’t measure your life 
against it.” 

“| love you.” Sidney stood and wrapped his arms around 
her. “May you always be content.” 


Chapter Six 

September 2007 

“Are you almost done? We're going to be late for the 
rehearsal,” Sidney asked through the closed bathroom door. 

“Just a sec,” Nash answered, wiping the sweat from his 
forehead with a cold washcloth. He wasn’t feeling well at all, 
but missing Josh’s rehearsal dinner would land him in the 
doghouse for sure. He took one last look in the mirror before 
opening the door. “I think | might’ve caught something on 
the plane ride down.” 

The sudden expression of worry on Sidney’s face 
warmed Nash’s heart. “Do you have a fever?” He reached 
up to feel Nash’s forehead with his hand. 

“No, but | feel really light headed and clammy,” Nash 
explained. He grabbed his suit coat out of the hotel room 
closet. “If you don’t mind, | think l'Il carry this for now.” 

“Are you sure you're up for this?” Sidney asked. 

No, Nash wanted to scream. “Sure. I'll be fine. Maybe 
I’m hungry.” 

“Yeah, that’s probably it. At least we'll be right 
downstairs in case you get worse.” Sidney pocketed the 
keycard and his wallet. “Ready?” 

Before he made his way out the door, Nash could feel 
sweat already forming on his forehead again. “Hang on.” He 
ducked into the bathroom, wiped his face with the wet 
washcloth and stuffed a dry one in his coat pocket. “It’s too 
damn hot,” he said, joining Sidney in the hall. 

“Yeah, but its New Orleans, kinda have to expect it.” 

While they were waiting for the elevator, JJ and Eric 
joined them. 

“I just got off the phone with Mom. Butch is still sound 
asleep, but Lucy seems to have weathered the trip well, so 
Luke’s going to bring her down for a little while,” Eric 
informed them. 


The elevator doors opened and the four of them stepped 
inside. Nash kept his mouth shut as the others continued to 
discuss the adoption of the baby girl from Vietnam. Because 
the travel would’ve been too much for Luke to handle, Butch 
had gone on his own to jump through the required 
bureaucratic hoops. It had been six weeks since he’d spoken 
to his best friend. Nash couldn’t imagine being alone for so 
long in a foreign country. The fact that the rest of the family, 
including Luke, expected Butch to make it to the wedding in 
time didn’t sit well with Nash. No doubt Butch wished he 
was home in his own bed instead of living out of a suitcase 
for another four days. 

“You okay?” Sidney asked as they got off the elevator. 

“I'm fine.” With Sidney’s hand in his, Nash followed JJ 
and Eric to the hotel courtyard. 

A sign on the door announced the area was closed for a 
private party. Maybe he was just in a bad mood, but Nash 
didn’t understand why it was so important to Jessica to get 
married in New Orleans if it was going to be on a damn 
patio. 

“Oh my God, this is beautiful,” Sidney announced. 

Nash glanced at the candles, fairy lights and tables 
draped in pale yellow. His gaze landed on the bar in the 
corner. “You want something to drink?” 

Sidney looked around, obviously to see if the others 
were already drinking. “Sure, I'll take a Merlot.” 

Nash eased over to the bar and ordered Sidney’s wine 
and a Hurricane for himself. When in Rome and all that. 
“Thanks.” He stuffed his change in the tip jar before finding 
a shaded table. 

The moment Luke and Maggie entered the courtyard, 
the crowd surged towards them. Nash continued to sip his 
drink. Loyal to a fault sometimes, he couldn’t bring himself 
to be as delighted over the adoption as everyone else. He 
knew what the entire process had cost Butch. Not only had 
their savings taken a serious hit, but the emotional 


rollercoaster involved had nearly ended the relationship 
between Luke and Butch. 

Nash groaned when he spotted Sidney walking towards 
him with baby Lucy in his arms. All eyes were on them, 
including Luke’s. Nash pulled a happy face out of his ass 
and put it on for Sidney’s sake. The tension caused between 
him and Sidney over his disapproval had finally been ironed 
out, no way did he want a repeat performance. 

“Isn't she beautiful?” Sidney said, holding Lucy out for 
Nash to adore. 

“Yep, pretty cute. 
forget your wine.” 

Sidney glanced at the glass of Merlot. “It’ll keep, but I’m 
sure l'Il have to fight everyone all weekend to hold this little 
bundle.” Sidney brushed his nose against Lucy’s. “Such a 
pretty girl,” he cooed to the baby. 

“Don’t get any ideas,” Nash warned. 

Sidney continued to stare at Lucy. “This is Luke’s dream, 
not mine, but that doesn’t mean | won’t spoil her rotten 
when I can.” 

Nash cleared his throat. “Well you’d better hurry and 
spoil her because her daddy’s on his way over.” 

Luke stopped his wheelchair beside Sidney and held out 
his hands. “Give her back, you thief.” 

“How’s Butch?” Nash asked. 

“Tired, but glad to be in the States. He had me set the 
alarm so he could be down in time for dinner.” Luke settled 
the sleeping baby in the soft sling. “Have you met Jessica’s 
family?” 

“No,” Sidney answered, picking up his wine glass. 

“I’m not sure they quite know what to think of us, but 
that’s what makes talking to them so much fun.” Luke 
nodded to the clustered group in the corner of the patio. 
“Let’s go introduce them to Lucy and really freak ‘em out.” 

“You're bad.” Sidney waited a moment before following 
Luke. “You coming?” he asked Nash. 


"m 


He took a sip of his drink. “Don’t 


Nash shook his head. “I’m comfortable, you go ahead.” 
The dizziness had finally passed and he didn’t want a 
reoccurrence to postpone his reunion with Butch. Sidney 
and Luke often teased them about their ongoing bromance, 
but Nash and Butch didn’t let it affect them. Nash wasn’t 
ashamed to admit he needed Butch in his life. Sidney was 
his universe, but Butch kept him grounded. 

“It’s killing you, isn’t it?” Sidney asked, coming back to 
the table. 

Nash didn’t need to ask what Sidney meant. “Yeah, 
more than | ever thought it would.” 

Sidney handed Nash a keycard. “Room three-twelve. Just 
make sure the two of you are down here by seven.” 

x kx x x 

Nash stretched out on the bed beside Butch and rubbed 
the soft skin of his bald head. “The building’s on fire,” he 
whispered in Butch’s ear. 

“Make sure Luke and Lucy are safe and leave me the 
hell alone,” Butch mumbled, his voice even deeper than 
Nash remembered. 

“I brought you a Hurricane, but | guess l'Il just have to 
drink it myself.” 

Butch’s eyes popped open. “Do you have any idea how 
long it’s been since l’ve had a drink? Give me that.” He 
grabbed for the glass. 

“First you have to tell me how you’re doing.” Nash held 
the drink out of Butch’s grasp. 

Butch settled back on his pillow, his expression 
transforming right before Nash’s eyes. “I know what | said 
before | left, and to be honest, | didn’t change my mind until 
the first time | held that baby girl in my arms.” 

Uncomfortable with the uncharacteristic emotion from 
Butch, Nash chuckled. “You’re like a damn Lifetime movie.” 

Butch stared Nash in the eyes and nodded. “Yeah, but 
it’s a really good movie. Now give me that damn drink.” 


Nash passed it over, still confused by the abrupt change 
in Butch’s attitude. “So all the things you said about doing 
this only for Luke...” 

“I'd give that man the moon if | could reach the fucking 
thing, but | never thought adopting a kid and exposing him 
to all the germs that went along with the little creatures was 
the right thing to do.” Butch took a drink. 

“And it all changed when you held her?” Nash asked. 

“Yeah, believe it or not. | gazed down at that helpless 
little girl and | knew, in my heart, there was one more 
person in the world who really needed me.” 

“| need you.” Although Nash said it as a joke, he 
honestly felt the words. 

Butch laughed. “I’m not adopting you too, so don’t ask.” 

And just like that, Nash felt the world fall back into 
place. “I missed you. Sidney tries but he’s absolutely no fun 
to watch football with. Luckily, we have a lot of the regular 
season left. That is if you’re not too busy changing diapers 
to spend a Sunday afternoon with your best friend.” 

Butch kicked off the covers before swinging his legs over 
the side of the bed. “I’m sure Luke’ll give me time off for 
good behaviour.” He set his glass on the table and got to his 
feet. “I’m going to jump into the shower. | stink.” 

“I wasn’t going to say anything. You being a new dad 
and all,” Nash mumbled. 

* k k OK 

“Are you sure you don’t want to go?” Sidney asked. 

The rehearsal dinner was finally over and the Ballentine 
brothers were ready to venture out of the hotel and enjoy 
everything Bourbon Street had to offer. Unfortunately, Nash 
wasn’t feeling up to a night of partying. “I’m sure. | think l'Il 
go up and change into my trunks and take a quick swim, but 
you go ahead.” 

“Are you sure? | can stay here if you want me to,” Sidney 
offered. 


Although Nash would love Sidney’s company, he didn’t 
want Sidney to miss out on the fun because of him. “I’m 
sure. Just don’t forget we have a full day tomorrow.” Nash 
caught JJ’s attention. “Do not buy him shots again.” 

J) laughed. “I can’t help it if my big brother can’t hold his 
liquor.” 

Sidney took off his suit jacket and tie and handed them 
to Nash. “Mind putting these in the room for me?” 

“Sure.” Nash gave Sidney a quick kiss. “Have fun.” 

“I'll call you later in case you change your mind and 
want to meet up with us.” 

Nash doubted he’d change his mind, but decided to 
leave his options open. “You do that. Maybe once | cool 
down, l'Il feel more like myself.” 

Sidney felt Nash’s forehead. “You still don’t feel good?” 

Nash shook his head. “I don’t feel sick to my stomach or 
anything, just sluggish. Probably some bug | picked up on 
the plane or something. I’m sure l'Il be okay after a good 
night’s sleep.” 

“You coming?” Eric asked from across the courtyard. 

Sidney stared up at Nash for several moments. “You 
Sure it’s okay?” 

“Go. Have fun.” 

Nash waited until Sidney left to retrieve his half-empty 
drink from the table. He went up to his room and changed 
into a new pair of swimming trunks Sidney had bought him 
for the trip. Although his body was definitely softer than it 
had once been, at least he’d managed to lose the spare tire 
he’d carried around for a few years. He turned away from 
the full-length mirror and grabbed a T-shirt before heading 
down to the pool. 

Nash wasn’t surprised to find the pool area empty. There 
were too many other things to do in the French Quarter 
besides swimming. He snatched a towel off the shelf by the 
restrooms and tossed it onto one of the lounge chairs before 


jumping in. The cool water was refreshing after hours spent 
trying not to sweat through his suit. 

As he started a leisurely stroke across the length of the 
pool, he was reminded of the years spent swimming in the 
pond at the Running E. He wondered if the water was still as 
clear as it had once been. Barely two laps later, Nash was 
out of breath and was forced to stop. He clung to the side of 
the pool as he fought to slow his racing heart. Shit. 

Other than the overwhelming fatigue after a few short 
laps, Nash wasn’t experiencing pain like he had when he’d 
had his earlier heart attack, so he felt confident he was 
being issued a warning instead of the real thing. 

It took him another ten minutes to gather enough 
strength to get out of the pool, and another fifteen before he 
reluctantly knocked on Butch’s door. 

“Hey,” Butch answered, wearing nothing but underwear 
and a T-shirt. “I thought you were going out with the 
others.” 

“Can | come in?” Nash asked, leaning heavily against 
the doorframe. 

Butch looked over his shoulder. “Luke just got Lucy to 
sleep. What’s going on?” 

Nash’s health concerns were hard enough to admit to 
himself, the last thing he wanted was to have the 
conversation in the hall. “Nothing. Go be with your family. lIl 
talk to you tomorrow.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah. l'Il head on up to my room and watch a movie or 
something.” Nash turned to leave. “It’s good to have you 
home.” 

“It’s good to be home. l'Il catch up with you in the 
morning,” Butch said before shutting the door. 

Once Nash returned to his room, he took off his wet 
trunks and slung them over the shower rod to dry. His cell 
phone on the desk mocked him as he pulled on a clean pair 
of underwear. What good would it do to call Sidney away 


from a night out with his friends? It wasn’t like Sidney could 
do anything to help him and now that his breathing and 
heart rate had returned to normal, Nash doubted he was in 
any immediate danger. 

He folded the bedspread down and started to get in, but 
grabbed the phone at the last minute. With only the bedside 
lamp to illuminate the room, Nash stared at the phone in his 
hand. Sidney would never forgive him if he didn’t call. 

x KK x 

Sidney was lost in the thumping music as he gyrated on 
the dance floor. He couldn’t believe how long it had been 
since he’d gone dancing and it felt good, damn good. With 
his arms over his head, he continued to block out everyone 
else in the crowded club. He ignored the occasional brush of 
someone’s hand across his ass because he knew it wasn’t 
personal. It might sound bad, but there had already been 
several occasions when Sidney was relieved Nash hadn’t 
come. 

The night was about having fun and letting loose with 
his friends. If a perfect stranger decided Sidney’s ass looked 
good enough to touch, so be it. Of course, Nash would’ve 
gone ballistic if he’d seen another man touch Sidney in such 
a familiar way, but as far as Sidney was concerned, as long 
as he didn’t ask for it or reciprocate, everything was fine. 

By the time Bobbi pulled Sidney off the dance floor, his 
white dress shirt was soaked with sweat. “Come on, stud, 
we’re going for dessert before we turn in for the night,” 
Bobbi informed him. 

“I was having fun,” Sidney argued. 

“Yeah, a little too much fun,” JJ admonished. “One more 
song and that guy would’ve had his tongue down your 
throat.” 

“Bullshit. My throat belongs to Nash,” Sidney slurred. 
Although JJ had heeded Nash’s warning and refused to buy 


Sidney shots, Zac had taken up the slack. “Speaking of 
which, I’m horny,” he whispered in JJ’s ear. 

J) jerked his head back. “Then I’m definitely getting you 
out of here.” He led Sidney to the street. “Are you always 
like this when you go to clubs?” 

Sidney’s head started to loll to the side, but he quickly 
straightened it. “Haven’t been to a real club since the night | 
almost killed Luke.” In his inebriated state, Sidney’s 
defences dropped as the grief and guilt assailed him. He 
pushed away from JJ and wrapped his arms around Eric, the 
nearest Ballentine brother. “I’m so sorry | hurt Luke.” 

Eric held Sidney while he cried. “It happened a long time 
ago.” 

“I know, but I still can’t get it out of my head,” Sidney 
continued. 

“Shhh.” Eric rubbed Sidney’s back. “I think he’s had 
enough for one night.” 

J) pulled Sidney out of Eric’s arms and helped steer him 
towards the hotel. “You guys go on to the restaurant, Eric 
and l'Il get him to his room.” 

Sidney scrubbed the tears from his eyes with the heels 
of his hands. “I’ve ruined everything, haven't |?” 

Bobbi stepped over and kissed Sidney’s cheek. “You 
haven’t ruined anything. Go get some sleep, and we'll see 
you in the morning.” 

Sidney didn’t remember the walk back to the hotel. One 
moment he was on a crowded street, the next JJ and Eric 
were searching his pockets for his keycard. J] found Sidney’s 
phone. “Oops, you're in trouble. Nash called you four 
times.” 

“| give up,” Eric said. “Sidney, where’s your key?” 

“Didn't take one,” Sidney declared, snatching his phone 
from JJ. He turned and banged his fist on the room door. 
“Nash’ll take care of me, you should go have pie.” 

Nash opened the door, his hair tussled from sleep. He 
narrowed his gaze at JJ. “I thought | said no shots,” he said, 


when Sidney sagged against him. 

“Wasn't me,” JJ said, defending himself. 

Nash tilted Sidney’s chin up. “Has he been crying?” 

“I hurt Luke,” Sidney slurred, trying to make Nash 
understand. 

Nash sighed. It had been years since Sidney had 
mentioned the accident. “Thanks for bringing him home. 
I’ve got it from here.” He closed the door and led Sidney 
over to the bed. “Let’s get you undressed.” He started with 
Sidney’s shoes and worked his way up. 

“I didn’t know you called,” Sidney said, his eyes drifting 
shut. 

“We'll talk tomorrow.” Nash sat Sidney up and finished 
taking off his shirt. Sidney definitely wasn’t in the frame of 
mind to hear what Nash had to tell him. 

By the time Sidney was undressed and under the 
covers, Nash was exhausted. He locked the door and turned 
out the light before slipping into bed. Gathering Sidney in 
his arms, Nash held the man he loved. With the wedding 
and reception taking up most of the day, maybe it would be 
better to wait and tell Sidney about his earlier episode once 
they returned to Lake Forest. 

x kx x XK 

With his sunglasses firmly in place, Sidney sat behind 
Bobbi, Peter and the kids. He leaned his head on Nash’s 
shoulder as Josh took his place under an arbour decorated 
with a profusion of pink and white roses. It said a lot about 
Josh that he’d opted to stand alone. 

“You okay?” Nash asked, kissing the top of Sidney’s 
head. 

Sidney tilted his head to look up at Nash. “If | hadn’t 
been driving that car, I’d be standing up there next to him.” 

“If I'd Known this trip was gonna bring back the guilt you 
worked so hard to get rid of, we wouldn’t have come.” 


Before Sidney could reply, the music started, signalling 
the entrance of the bride. He stood next to Nash, his gaze 
on Jessica but his mind a million miles away. Like Nash, 
Sidney thought he’d made peace with the past long ago. 
Was it Josh standing up by himself, the trip to the club, or 
the fact that Luke would never be able to run around with 
the child he’d wanted for so long? 

“Sidney?” Nash tugged on Sidney’s hand. 

Sidney glanced around and realised he was the only one 
still standing. “What’s wrong with me?” he whispered in 
Nash’s ear. 

Nash stood and led Sidney out of the courtyard. 
“What're you doing? We can’t leave,” Sidney said, pulling on 
Nash’s hand. 

Nash pushed the elevator button. “I don’t want to see 
you go through this again. Let’s just pack and try to get a 
flight home.” 

“No.” Sidney shook off Nash’s hold as the elevator doors 
opened. “I’m not running away from this. Okay, maybe it 
would be best if | don’t go back into the wedding, but | have 
to talk to Josh.” 

“Josh, not Luke?” 

“I’m cool with Luke, but Josh.” Sidney let Nash guide him 
onto the elevator. “Josh has to be the reason this is 
happening now.” 

“Did he say something to upset you?” Nash asked. 

“No. For the last couple of years, he’s been nothing but 
polite.” Sidney got off the elevator. In the time it took him to 
get to the room, a thought struck him. “I miss him.” 

“Excuse me?” Nash unlocked the door and walked into 
the room. 

Sidney shut the door. “I know what | said before, but 
even a screwed-up Josh is better than no Josh.” 

“You don’t mean that.” Nash loosened his tie. 

“Yeah, | think | do. Hell, maybe I’m as screwed up as he 
is.” Sidney fell onto the bed. “Is it a deal breaker between us 


if | welcome him back into my life?” 

“A deal breaker? What the fuck is that supposed to 
mean? Have | ever once forced you to choose between us?” 
Nash asked, his voice rising. 

“I know. You're right.” Sidney slung his arm over his 
eyes. “I’m sorry. | just keep screwing up, don’t I?” The bed 
dipped moments before he felt soft lips against his neck. 

“PIL always be here for you.” Nash moved Sidney’s arm 
away from his face and took off his sunglasses. “I worry that 
Josh will pull you down with him if he falls again.” 

“Then l'Il need you to be my anchor so that doesn’t 
happen.” Sidney knew he was asking a lot of Nash. His on- 
again off-again friendship with Josh had caused more 
problems over the years than anything else in their 
relationship. 

“PIL Support you in whatever decision you make,” Nash 
finally said. “As long as you understand that nothing will 
change my opinion of him.” 

“But he’s been clean for a long time.” Sidney couldn’t 
help but defend Josh. He’d worked damn hard at staying off 
drugs, he deserved the credit. 

“Drugs are only half his problem,” Nash returned. “It’s 
his anger towards you and everyone else that leads me to 
believe he’s hopeless. They say a tragedy makes or breaks 
a person, but | get the feeling Josh was broken long before 
you hit the deer that night.” 

“I have to try again,” Sidney confessed. “For my own 
Sake, as well as his.” 

“Then that’s what you should do,” Nash conceded. 

x k x OX 

With the temperatures climbing outside, Nash was glad 
to be in the air-conditioned hotel ballroom. He took a sip of 
his water, wishing it were something stronger. 

“Where’d you go earlier?” Butch asked, taking a seat 
beside Nash. 


“Sidney wasn’t feeling well, so | thought it’d be best to 
get him out of the heat.” Nash’s gaze immediately settled 
on Sidney the moment he said his name. 

“You know, I’ve brought Lucy around twice today and 
you still haven’t asked to hold her.” At nearly three months 
old, Lucy still looked like a newborn in Butch’s arms. 

“I’m not much of a baby person,” Nash admitted. 

“Get over it.” Butch held Lucy out, obviously expecting 
Nash to hold her. “You have to bond with them while they’re 
still young and cute, otherwise, you won’t have as much 
patience with them once they become brats.” 

Nash laughed and took the baby. “Excellent parenting 
tip, jackass.” 

“Oh, that’s another thing. Luke made me promise to 
watch my mouth around her.” Butch took a drink of his beer. 

“Then how does he expect the two of us to 
communicate?” Nash joked. He gazed down at the infant in 
his arms and shook his head. Although Bobbi and Peter had 
three kids, Nash had managed to skate by without actually 
holding them when they were babies. “She’s got a big 
head.” 

Butch nearly choked on his beer. He coughed several 
times before regaining his composure. “Excuse me?” 

“Sorry, but she does.” Nash could clearly see he'd 
offended the new daddy. “Of course they say the most 
beautiful women in the world have above average hat 
sizes.” He glanced at Butch. “She’s gonna be gorgeous.” 

Butch reached over and ran his fingertip over Lucy’s 
pouty lips. “She’s perfect.” 

The reverence in Butch’s voice was so out of character it 
surprised Nash. He’d always known Butch was a lot softer 
on the inside than he appeared, but the gentleness Butch 
used to touch his daughter drove the point home. 

“Yeah, she is.” Nash stared down at Lucy, sound asleep 
despite the noise, and knew he would freely give his heart 
to the little girl who had so affected his best friend. 


“Sorry | wasn’t able to invite you in last night. Did you 
need to talk about anything in particular?” Butch asked. 

“| had a spell down at the pool,” Nash said. 

“What do you mean a Spell? Like with your heart?” 

“Yeah. To be honest, it scared the shit out of me.” 

“I bet.” The fact that Butch didn’t scold Nash for cussing 
said a lot about the seriousness of the situation. 

“I tried to call Sidney, but evidently the club was too 
loud for him to hear the phone. When he got back to the 
room he was drunk, and then earlier there was the situation 
with Josh...” 

When Butch didn’t reply, Nash eventually looked up at 
his friend. The concerned anger from Butch was easy to see. 
“It hasn’t been the right time to tell Sidney, but | won’t hide 
it from him if that’s what’s worrying you.” 

Butch shook his head. “You should’ve told me what was 
wrong last night instead of walking away.” 

“It was pretty much over by then anyway. I’m okay. It’s 
just something I'll need to get checked out.” 

“And what if you’d have gone upstairs and had a full- 
blown heart attack?” Butch frowned. “Stupid move.” 

“Yeah, probably, but | was afraid | was overreacting.” 

“So, overreact!” Butch shouted, waking Lucy. “Getting 
annoyed with you is a hell of a lot better than me losing my 
best friend.” 

Nash tried to soothe the baby to sleep. “Shhh, it’s okay. 
Daddy didn’t mean it,” he cooed. 

“You got that wrong,” Butch corrected Nash. 

“What’s going on over here?” Sidney asked, walking up 
to the table. 

Before Butch could say anything, Nash jumped in. “Have 
you talked to Josh yet?” 

Sidney shook his head. “The time’s not right. | figured I’d 
wait until he returns from his honeymoon.” 

“It’s time for her to eat,” Butch said, taking the little girl 
from Nash. “Besides, you’ve got some talking to do.” Butch 


Slapped the back of Nash’s head. “Idiot.” 

Sidney watched Butch walk away before returning his 
attention to Nash. “What was that?” 

“He’s mad about something that happened last night.” 
Nash went on to explain to Sidney how he’d spent his 
evening the night before. 

“That’s why you called,” Sidney surmised as Nash 
finished. 

“Yeah, but by the time you got home, you were in no 
condition to hear it. | swear | wasn’t trying to keep it from 
you. With everything going on today, | figured we’d have a 
chance to talk on the plane.” 

“Have you called Dr Morin?” Sidney asked, taking hold 
of Nash’s hand. 

“No, but I will. l'II make an appointment as soon as we 
get home.” Nash turned his hand over and threaded his 
fingers through Sidney’s. “If | have any more symptoms, l'Il 
let you know.” 

Sidney leaned his head against Nash’s shoulder. “In the 
meantime, I’m sticking to you like glue.” 


Chapter Seven 

October 2007 

Sidney couldn’t concentrate on the set of drawings in 
front of him, so he gave up trying and reached for the 
phone. By the third ring, he was starting to panic. 

“Hello?” Nash finally answered. 

“Are you Okay?” Sidney asked. 

Nash sighed. “I’m straightening the garage. You’ve gotta 
stop worrying about me.” 

After the doctor told them Nash was showing signs of 
early stage congestive heart failure caused by coronary 
artery disease, Sidney doubted he’d ever go another day 
without worrying. “Sorry. | was calling to see if you want me 
to pick up some more of that Tilapia you like for dinner?” 

“Im tired of fish. Why don’t you buy some ground 
turkey, and l'Il make some chilli.” 

Chilli contained a lot of sodium, something Nash had 
been ordered to watch closely. “One bowl and you let me 
buy the low sodium beans and tomato sauce,” he offered. 

“Fine, but | get one and a half bowls and a few 
crackers,” Nash tried to bargain. 

Sidney couldn’t help but smile. One thing he could 
always count on was Nash’s stubborn streak. “You got it. l'Il 
run by the store on the way home.” 

“Love you.” 

“You too.” Sidney hung up and buried his face in his 
hands. 

“Nash?” Mike asked, coming in through the side door. 

“Yeah.” Sidney sat up. “I’m worried.” 

“Of course you are.” Mike sat in the chair that used to 
belong to Bobbi before she’d quit work when the twins were 
born. “Did Nash tell you about the conversation we had at 
his fiftieth birthday party?” 

“No.” 


“Just as well.” Mike grinned. “My dad died when he was 
forty-seven. He’d already had several heart attacks by then, 
but he wouldn’t listen to the doctors, or my mother. He kept 
yelling about living his life and if God wanted to take him so 
be it.” 

“I’m sorry,” Sidney mumbled. 

“| didn’t tell you that so you’d feel sorry for me. People 
can live a long, full life with congestive heart failure if they 
take care of themselves.” 

“That’s what | keep trying to tell Nash.” 

“Yeah, and I'm sure he’s even half-listening to ya, but 
my point is, Nash needs to take care of himself. If you nag 
him and tell him what he can and can’t do all the time, he'll 
either resent you for it or rebel, like my dad did.” 

Sidney nodded in understanding. How many times had 
Nash asked him to stop worrying or to quit breathing down 
his neck all the time? “Okay, so how do | sit here at work all 
day and wonder whether or not Nash is still going to be alive 
by the time | get home?” 

Mike leant back in his chair and rested his work boots on 
the desk. “It’s still new for you, but hopefully it'll get a little 
easier each day. After all, you can’t live the next fifteen or 
twenty years worrying about tomorrow while you’re wasting 
today.” 

“Good advice,” Sidney told him. 

“Now, let’s discuss your sex life,” Mike began. 

“No.” Sidney picked up his pencil and went back to his 
drawing. 

“As long as the doctor clears him, go for it. And, jeez, 
whatever you do, do not bring up his heart condition during 
sex. Nothing will deflate him faster than to be reminded that 
he isn’t the same man he used to be.” 

“How do you know so much about it?” Sidney wanted to 
know. 

“Shane had some health problems.” Mike got to his feet. 


“Is that why the two of you broke up?” Sidney had never 
asked but had always wondered. 

“No. Shane said I’d never be able to give my whole 
heart to him.” Mike started to walk towards Ben’s office. 

“Shane was wrong, you know,” Sidney hollered after 
Mike. 

Mike turned and grinned. “No he wasn’t.” 

* k x OX 
November 2007 

“Why’re we going to Josh’s? Thanksgiving’s supposed to 
be our deal,” Nash said, pulling out of the driveway. 

“If you'll remember, we stole it from Maggie and Alan. 
When Jessica asked me if she could do it this year, | couldn’t 
tell her no.” Sidney didn’t mention that he’d been more than 
happy to turn over the duties to Jessica. “Of course | plan to 
talk to Josh today, so we could always get thrown out before 
dinner.” 

“So talk to him after dinner. Dr Morin said | can have a 
little of anything | want as long as | don’t drink or use 
additional salt.” 

“PIL serve you an extra slice of pie if you skip Luke’s 
Stuffing this year.” 

“But | love stuffing,” Nash grumbled. 

“He’s using Paula Dean’s recipe and that woman doesn’t 
know how to cook without using twice the amount of 
butter.” 

“A helping of mushy baked bread for an extra slice of 
pumpkin pie sounds like a pretty fair trade.” 

Sidney rested his head against the back of the seat and 
stared out the passenger window. Mike had been right. 
Sidney still worried, but it was getting easier all the time to 
let Nash police himself. Well, except when pie was readily 
available. Sighing, he closed his eyes and relished the peace 
he felt. 


“What're you thinking about?” Nash tugged on Sidney’s 
earlobe. 

“Nothing in particular. | don’t want to make you mad, 
but I’m glad Jessica’s having Thanksgiving.” 

“Because of me?” Nash asked. 

“No, | only wish | was that selfless.” Sidney turned in his 
seat to face Nash. “I love to have parties and stuff, but they 
really stress me out. I’m looking forward to a day when all | 
have to do is fight with the Ballentines when it’s time to 
clean the kitchen.” 

“Who’'re you trying to kid, you won’t be able to hand 
over complete control.” 

“I can too,” Sidney argued. 

“Really? Then why do we have half the food in the 
backseat?” 

Sidney glanced over his shoulder at the extra turkey, 
candied yams, homemade rolls and green bean casserole. “l 
like Jessica, don’t get me wrong, but the only thing she ever 
brings to get-togethers is chips and dip. | kinda thought I’d 
bring a backup in case we needed it.” 

“Mmm hmm, control.” Nash pulled in front of Josh’s new 
house. “Nice place.” 

The two-storey house looked similar to every house in 
the neighbourhood, but the gorgeous profusion of mums 
lining the front walk set it apart from the others. “Has to be 
Jessica’s touch.” 

“Who knows, Josh might still have a few surprises left in 
him.” Nash got out of the truck and opened the back door. 

“Wait a minute,” Sidney said, getting out. “Why does it 
sound like you’re defending him?” 

“I’m not.” Nash started to gather some of the food. “I’m 
just saying no one really knows everything about a person.” 

“That’s not true. | know everything about you. Of course 
we live and sleep together, so that might not be a fair 
statement.” 


Nash shut the door with a bump of his hip before coming 
around to Sidney’s side of the truck. “I haven’t worked a 
single day in almost two months. Did you know that?” 

Nash disappeared down the walk towards the house, 
leaving Sidney to stare after him. Sidney grabbed the pan of 
rolls and yams and slammed the door. “What do you mean 
you haven’t worked?” he yelled. 

“I'll talk to you about it later,” Nash said. 

“The hell you will. Tell me now.” Sidney caught up with 
him. “Why aren’t you working?” 

Standing at the front door with a twenty-one-pound 
turkey in his hands, Nash stared down at Sidney. “Because 
what’s the point? No matter how much | try stocks are 
stressful, losing money is stressful. Could you sit in front of a 
computer knowing you might see or do something that 
could fucking kill you?” 

Sidney set the food on the white-painted rocking chair. 
“No, | couldn’t.” He cupped Nash’s face in his hands. “Why 
didn’t you tell me?” 

“Didn’t want you to think | was a dead-beat husband. | 
don’t want you to think we're going broke or anything. | still 
have stocks out there making money. | just haven’t done 
anything with them.” 

“Maybe you should turn them over to Peter, at least for 
a while,” Sidney suggested. 

“Then what am | supposed to do with my day?” 

“| don’t know. What’ve you been doing so far?” 

“For the first few weeks, | cleaned out closets and stuff 
like that. Unfortunately, we’re pretty well organised now, so 
| just do a lot of sitting in the backyard, but that’s not gonna 
cut it this winter.” 

Sidney didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t like Nash to sit 
around and do nothing. Since the diagnosis, Sidney had kept 
a close eye out for signs of depression, something Dr Morin 
said was pretty common, but this was the first time he’d 


really seen it. He gave Nash a quick kiss. “We'll figure it 
out.” 

“You're not mad?” Nash asked. 

“No. Why? Should | be?” Sidney retrieved the food from 
the chair. 

“| should’ve told you | wasn’t working,” Nash mumbled. 

“And | should’ve noticed, so we’re even.” With his hands 
full, Sidney used his elbow to ring the doorbell. He could tell 
by the expression on Nash’s face that he still wasn’t 
convinced. “Sweetheart, you know your body better than 
anyone else. | trust you to do what you think is best.” 

* kx x OX 

“Hey.” Sidney cornered Butch right after dinner. “I need 
to talk to you.” 

“Is something wrong?” 

There were too many people coming in and out of the 
kitchen to have a serious conversation. “Follow me.” He led 
the way to the laundry room. “Shut the door.” 

Butch did as asked. “Just tell me what’s going on, you're 
starting to worry me.” 

“Nash’s decided to quit working the stock market, which 
I’m all for, but he needs something else to keep him busy.” 
Sidney didn’t tell Butch that Nash hadn’t been working for a 
while. Obviously, if Nash hadn’t said anything, it wasn’t 
something he was proud of. “Do you think Mac would give 
him a job?” He disliked the idea of Nash going back to work 
at the garage, but he hated the thought of Nash sitting 
home all winter feeling sorry for himself even more. 

“I can ask, but | thought you hated him working there?” 
Butch said. 

“I never hated the job. | hated that he felt he had to lie 
about his sexuality at work, and | really hated him going to 
the bar with you guys all the time.” 

“You don’t have to worry anymore. I’m usually rushing to 
the sitters after work to pick up Lucy and when | finally 


came out to Mac, he mumbled something about already 
knowing.” 

“That’s good to know. So, you think you could talk Mac 
into giving him something? Part-time might be better, but 
I’m sure if he’s offered full-time, he’d take it.” 

Butch rubbed his jaw. “lIl talk to him on Monday.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Don’t thank me. If you’re pushing to get Nash back to 
his old job, there must be a damn good reason.” 

“If he continues to sit around, he’ll get depressed,” 
Sidney explained. “He’s got too much life left in him to give 
up now.” 

“You got that right.” Butch led the way out of the 
laundry room. 

“There you are. | can’t believe you’d try to get out of 
dish duty,” Eric accused. 

Sidney looked around the kitchen. It didn’t appear that 
anything had been touched. “I see you decided to not start 
without me.” 

“We were waiting for our orders. You’re usually so good 
at bossing us around, we were lost without you,” Zac said. 

“Yeah, yeah.” Sidney still hadn’t talked to Josh, but first 
things first. “Fine. Zac, you ask Jessica where she keeps the 
foil and get these dishes covered. Eric, you and | will wash 
the dishes.” 

“What about me?” JJ was trying to subtly grope Eric’s 
ass. 

“You, go somewhere else. Eric gets a lot more done 
without you around.” Sidney exchanged glances with Zac. 
“Have you ever seen two people so perpetually horny for 
each other?” 

Zac burst out laughing. “Yeah, you and Nash for the first 
ten years or so.” 

Although the statement was meant as a joke, Sidney felt 
the words hit home. “You try sleeping with the same person 
for over twenty years. Then you'll understand.” 


Zac cleared his throat and pointed towards the doorway 
where Nash was standing. Shit. “Hey, have a good nap?” 
Sidney asked Nash. 

“It was Okay. | came in to see if you needed help, but it 
looks like you’ve got it under control.” Nash turned and left. 

Sidney fought the urge to go after Nash. He hadn’t said 
their lovemaking wasn’t still good. Okay, so maybe he’d 
implied it wasn’t as exciting as it had once been, but damn, 
they’d been together a long time. 

“You gonna go after him?” JJ asked. 

“And say what?” Sidney ran his fingers through his hair. 

“I think you two need to get away for a while. It’s been 
almost five years since you went on the cruise.” JJ walked 
over and kissed Sidney’s temple. “Take him to the one place 
you know he wants to go.” 

The Running E. “If we go to the ranch, he’ll overdo it, 
you know he will.” It had been years since Sidney had 
visited the ranch he owned in Kansas. 

“Not if you go over Christmas. Nash could help keep the 
cattle fed and watered. Other than that, there’s not a whole 
lot to do this time of year.” 

Sidney rolled his eyes. Unfortunately, JJ had a good 
point. “I can’t imagine not spending Christmas here.” 

“Maybe JJ and l'Il come up for a few days for your 
birthday,” Eric offered. 

“l’d have to call Tommy to make sure no one is staying 
in Nash’s house.” Christmas in Chicago was Sidney’s 
favourite time of year, but if spending it in the sticks would 
help pull Nash out of his funk, he’d do it. “Okay. I'll talk to 
him tonight.” 

“Why don’t you talk to him now?” Zac pushed Sidney 
towards the door. “I can help Eric with the dishes and JJ can 
wrap up the food.” 

“Why’re you guys so worried about this?” Sidney asked, 
dragging his feet. 


“Because you and Nash give the rest of us hope. Now fix 
it,” Zac explained. It meant a lot coming from the confirmed 
bachelor. 

Sidney left the kitchen and followed the laughter to the 
living room. “Anyone seen Nash?” 

“He left. Said he had an errand to run,” Peter said, 
pausing in the act of wrestling with the twin boys, Conner 
and Caleb. 

“Did he say where he was going?” Sidney glanced 
towards the door. 

“Nope, just that he’d be back later.” Peter hooked Caleb 
around the waist and swung him to the floor. 

Sidney could watch Peter play with his kids all day and 
never tire of it, but he had something else on his mind. 
“Thanks.” He ducked into the half-bath and called Nash. 
When the phone went directly to voicemail, Sidney winced. 
He waited for the recording of Nash’s voice before leaving a 
message. “Hey, it’s me. I’m sorry if | hurt your feelings with 
what | said. | was trying to get my point across to JJ and Eric 
that you didn’t have to spend every moment together 
groping each other. Anyway, call me as soon as you get this. 
Please? | love you.” 

Sidney stuffed the phone back into his pocket on the 
way to the kitchen. If he couldn’t make things right with 
Nash, the least he could do was help clean up. 

* k x OX 

“You did a great job,” Sidney said, finding Jessica alone 
in the formal living room. 

“Really? | was so worried. | haven’t slept for two days.” 

Sidney sat on the sofa beside her. He felt guilty for 
doubting her in the first place. Worse, although she’d been 
around at most of the get-togethers over the last two years, 
he’d never taken the time to get to know her. “I'll let you in 
on a little Ballentine secret. They don’t care what kind of 
food you serve or how clean the house is, all they need is a 


place to come together. They fight, and Lord knows they can 
get annoying, but I’ve never met a family so full of love.” 

“Josh wants to be a part of it,” Jessica said. “He just 
doesn’t know how. | thought hosting Thanksgiving this year 
would give him the courage to open up, but | think he’s 
spent most of the day in the garage.” 

“A lot’s happened over the years...” Sidney began. 

“I know. He’s told me everything.” Jessica gathered 
Sidney’s hands in hers. “He misses you more than anyone, | 
think.” 

Sidney didn’t want to burst Jessica’s bubble, but he 
honestly wondered if she really knew all that Josh had said 
and done in their long history. “The last time he hurt me, | 
promised myself | wouldn’t give him the chance again.” 

“The football game?” 

“Yeah. It wasn’t just my kidney that he damaged that 
day.” Sidney looked into Jessica’s big, trusting hazel eyes. 
“But to be honest, I’ve missed him, too. | wanted a chance 
to talk to him about it at the wedding, but Nash had the 
health scare and honestly, no matter what, he still comes 
first in my life.” 

Tears filled Jessica’s eyes. “If | tell you something, will 
you promise to never repeat it?” 

Sidney nodded. 

“For a long time, Josh thought he was in love with you, 
although he was too afraid to tell you. He resents the way 
Nash swooped in right after the car wreck, and I’m not sure 
he’ll ever forgive him for that.” 

“Nash didn’t swoop in. For me, it’s always been Nash, 
and I’ve always made that perfectly clear to Josh.” 

“Yes, but when he saw you kiss Luke the night of the 
accident, he suddenly thought he had a chance,” Jessica 
said. 

“Damn, Josh really has told you everything.” It warmed 
Sidney’s heart that Josh finally had someone to open up to 


who obviously didn’t judge him. “I should probably go talk to 
him.” 

“I think he could use your friendship now more than 
ever,” she whispered, drying her eyes. 

“Then that’s what he’ll have.” 

* k x x 

After spending the entire afternoon and most of the 
evening sitting in his truck at the park, Nash called Butch. 

“Where the hopscotch are you?” Butch answered the 
phone. The fact that he hadn’t cussed meant he was 
probably holding Lucy. 

“Just needed to get away and think. | need you to take 
Sidney home for me.” 

“He’s already there. JJ and Eric took him home earlier. 
What’s going on, buddy? You don’t seem like yourself 
lately.” 

“I’m struggling, but I’m the only one who can do 
anything at this point. Do me a favour and call Sidney. Let 
him know I’m okay and l'Il be home later.” 

“You need to call him,” Butch argued. 

“I can’t. Not right now anyway.” Nash sighed. He was so 
tired of worrying about worrying too much. “Please, call him 
for me.” 

“| will. Is there anything | can do to help?” Butch asked. 

“Thanks, but it’s a sex problem, and I’m not going there 
with you.” 

“We used to talk sex all the time, what’s changed 
between us?” 

“Nothing, but this problem is at the opposite end of the 
spectrum from what we used to tease each other with,” 
Nash confessed. 

“Oh.” 

“Yeah, oh.” Nash started his truck. “lIl talk to you later. 
Thanks for calling Sidney for me.” 

“No problem.” 


Nash turned his phone off and tossed it onto the seat. 
He couldn’t believe what he was moments away from doing, 
but the more he thought about it, the better sense it made. 

He pulled up to Mike’s large stone and timber house and 
got out of the truck before he had time to change his mind. 
The downstairs lights were still on, so he hoped he wasn’t 
interrupting anything important. Instead of ringing the 
doorbell, he knocked on the leaded glass. 

“Nash? What’re you doing here?” 

“Mind if | come in?” 

“Um...no, come on in.” Mike stepped back and held the 
door open for Nash. “I have to be honest, I’m surprised to 
see you here.” 

“I’m surprised to be here.” Nash entered the house and 
stood uneasily in the entry. 

“You want some water or something?” Mike asked, 
leading the way to the large open living room and kitchen 
area. 

“No thanks.” Nash sat on the edge of the brown leather 
sofa and rested his forearms on his knees. Now that he was 
there, he wasn’t sure if he could go through with it. 

“So, what’s going on?” 

“You have a nice Thanksgiving?” Nash asked, stalling. 

“Yeah, but that’s not why you’re here. Out with it.” Mike 
took a drink of his beer and settled in a large leather club 
chair. 

Nash took a deep breath. He was about to lay his 
greatest shame out on the table as if it were something to 
be examined. This isn’t about me, he told himself. “Sidney 
and | aren’t having sex,” he blurted out. 

Mike’s eyes rounded. “Excuse me?” 

“I can’t...” Nash cleared his throat. “I’ve only been able 
to sustain an erection twice since that last episode in New 
Orleans, and even then, | was so worried about having 
another heart attack, | didn’t...ya know. When | felt myself 
losing my erection, | pretended to...come, but | didn’t.” 


“And Sidney didn’t notice?” Mike questioned. 

Nash shook his head. “I think he was so thrilled to be 
getting some that he wasn’t paying much attention to what 
| was feeling.” God, Nash had never been so ashamed of a 
conversation in his life. “I quickly pretended to clean him up, 
but it was mostly the extra lube | used.” 

Mike finished off his beer before setting the bottle on the 
table. “Why’re you telling me this?” 

“Because | think it’ll only get worse,” he confessed. 
“We've always enjoyed a very healthy sex life.” 

“And what, you think he’ll leave you if you can’t fuck 
him? That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. That man 
worships you.” 

“No, | know he won't leave me, but that’s part of the 
problem. | walked in on a conversation today that started 
me thinking. What if he’s left wanting for the next ten or so 
years until | die?” 

“There’s more to love than sex, besides, has it occurred 
to you that you don’t have to top?” 

“Goddammit, | Know there’s more to love than sex, but | 
also know how much a good hard fuck helps ground Sidney 
when he feels like his world is falling apart.” Nash took a 
deep, calming breath. 

“Get to the point. Why’re you here?” Mike asked. 

It was the moment he’d dreaded since making the 
decision. “Because | want you to know if my health gets 
worse and he ever comes to you for comfort, you have my 
permission to do anything he needs you to do.” 

Tears filled Mike’s eyes as he jumped to his feet. “Get 
out,” he said between clenched teeth. “And do yourself a 
favour and never, ever tell Sidney you were here.” 

Nash stood. He wasn’t sorry he’d come, only that Mike 
had turned him down. 

“You know, instead of trying to give your partner away, 
maybe you should figure out why the hell you can’t get your 
dick hard and do something about it.” 


“I’ve already tried that. Dr Morin won’t give me 
anything. He said it could end up doing more harm than 
good. He told me to go see a fucking psychiatrist instead,” 
Nash shot back. 

“The fact that you offered Sidney to the only other 
person you know is in love with him, tells me Dr Morin is a 
Smart man.” 

“| didn’t offer him to you.” Nash ran his fingers through 
his hair. “Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to 
come here? | hate the thought of Sidney coming to you, but 
| know in my heart if it ever happened, you would be that 
person.” 

Mike walked to the front door and opened it. “You’ve 
said your piece, now I'd appreciate it if you'd leave.” 

Nash stuck his hands in his coat pockets and headed 
towards the door. “I love him more than | do my dignity. 
Condemn me all you want, but | won’t take back what | 
said.” 

Without another word, Nash walked out the door. 
Whether Mike would or wouldn’t comfort Sidney if the need 
ever arose, he couldn’t say, but he’d done all he could to 
pave the way for Sidney’s future happiness should the 
unthinkable occur. 

x k x x 

Nash returned home long after midnight to a dark 
house. As he crept by the guestroom, it was apparent that JJ 
and Eric were still wide awake, but Nash didn’t think they 
would appreciate being interrupted. 

He entered the bedroom, expecting to find Sidney fast 
asleep only to realise the bed was empty. A quick check of 
the bathroom turned up nothing but the dripping faucet 
he’d promised himself he’d fix two weeks earlier. 

Retracing his steps, Nash made his way back down the 
hall to the room he’d converted to an office. Empty. Worried 


that Mike had changed his mind and called Sidney to tell 
him of Nash’s visit, he forgot all about being quiet. 

He rushed out of the room and down the stairs. 
“Sidney,” he called, trying to see through the darkness. 
After nearly tripping over a pair of boots lying in the middle 
of the living room floor, Nash turned on a lamp. 

A noise from the kitchen finally alerted Nash to Sidney’s 
whereabouts. He entered the dimly lit room, afraid of the 
wrath he’d no doubt encounter. Sidney was curled up on the 
window seat with Dottie in his arms. 

“I’m sorry,” Nash said, taking a step forward. 

Sidney remained where he was, his chin still tucked 
against his chest. “I needed you.” 

Used to Sidney’s dramatics, Nash figured it was better 
than getting yelled at. “I’m sorry. | had to get away to think, 
but I’m here now.” He sat on the window seat and pulled 
Sidney into his arms. Dottie barked and jumped to the floor 
before scampering off. 

Nash inhaled, smelling the sweet aroma of Sidney’s mint 
Shampoo as he buried his face against the silky hair he’d 
coveted for years. “I’m here.” 

Sidney moved to curl up on Nash’s lap. “I talked to 
Josh.” 

“Good, | know you wanted to.” When Sidney didn’t 
respond right away, Nash assumed Josh had once again 
showed his ass. “I guess it didn’t go well, huh?” 

Sidney sighed. “It was perfect. I’d barely said a word 
before he grabbed me and told me how much he’d missed 
me.” 

“That’s good, though, right?” Nash was confused. 

“Yeah, more than | could’ve hoped for. Right up until the 
point when he told me he has stage three Hodgkin's 
lymphoma.” 

It took a moment for the depth of Sidney’s statement to 
sink in. As guilty as it made him feel, Nash’s first concern 


was for Sidney. He held him tighter. “Oh, my God. I’m so 
sorry, babe.” 

“He hasn’t told the family yet, so don’t say anything.” 

“What’s he waiting for?” Josh had to know the 
Ballentines would be supportive, they always had been. 

“He just needs time with Jessica. | think he’s still pretty 
numb.” 

“When did he find out?” Nash asked. 

“Three days ago.” Sidney tilted his head back and 
sealed his lips over Nash's. 

The kiss was everything Nash wanted it to be. Each 
stroke of Sidney’s tongue against his, reminded Nash how 
much he needed Sidney to need him. He closed his eyes 
and prayed his body would respond as Sidney’s hands 
began to roam. One by one, the buttons on Nash’s shirt 
Slipped through their holes. 

“Maybe we should go upstairs,” Nash suggested. 

“Why? We have lube in the utility drawer. Wait, does 
lube expire?” Sidney reached for Nash’s zipper. 

Nash grabbed Sidney’s wrist. “Don’t.” 

“Why?” 

It was obvious to Nash that once again his body wasn’t 
going to cooperate. “I need to talk to you about something, 
but it’s not a conversation for the kitchen.” He stood and let 
Sidney slide down his body. “Come upstairs with me.” 

“Is this about what you heard in the kitchen earlier 
today?” Sidney asked. “Because | left, like, six messages on 
your phone apologising for that.” 

“It’s not what you said, it’s why you said it. I’m sorry I’m 
not the man | used to be. | talked to Dr Morin...” 

“Are you having trouble again? Is it your blood 
pressure?” The sudden, worried expression on Sidney’s face 
melted Nash’s heart. 

“Remember a while back before my heart attack when | 
couldn’t get hard?” 


“Of course,” Sidney whispered. An expression of 
realisation transformed Sidney’s face from worry to 
understanding. “Oh.” He broke eye contact and stared out 
the window for several moments before returning his 
attention to Nash. “Okay, so we'll figure it out together. Is 
that why you’ve been waking up so early and going to bed 
long after I’m asleep?” 

“Yeah, then | spend half the day sleeping in my chair.” 
Nash gathered Sidney close. “I know what this could mean 
for us. It’s why | needed to get away today.” 

“All it means is that I’m gonna have to learn to do a 
better job at topping or you're going to have to replenish my 
toy supply.” 

Nash knew what Sidney was doing, and it made him fall 
even deeper. He’d never really been comfortable bottoming, 
but the idea of using toys to satisfy Sidney seemed so 
remote. Although Sidney had always enjoyed his dildos, 
Nash had never felt like they were truly substitutes for his 
cock. “Come on, we'll figure it out.” 

“You go on. If | take Dottie out again now, she'll let us 
Sleep later.” Sidney gave Nash a quick kiss. “Go get in bed. 
l'Il be up before you know it.” 

Nash started to agree. It had been the longest day in 
recent memory, but something stopped him. “How about we 
take Dottie out together.” 

Sidney grabbed the leash off the hook by the door. “I’d 
like that, but if we’re going for a walk, you'll have to grab a 
poo bag.” 

“You make everything sound so romantic,” Nash teased. 

Sidney clipped the leash to Dottie’s collar and led her 
outside. “Leave the bag, l'Il put her inside the fence, so we 
can get back upstairs, and | can show you how romantic | 
can be.” 

The moment Dottie was inside the backyard fence, 
Sidney pressed against Nash. “I told Josh I’d be there for 
him.” 


“Of course you did. | wouldn’t expect anything less from 
you.” Nash kissed the top of Sidney’s head. “I wish | could 
take you upstairs and make love to you.” 

Sidney landed a playful punch to Nash’s stomach. “You 
can be such a fucking idiot sometimes. You’re making love 
to me right now.” 

“I know you’re just saying that to make me feel better, 
but thank you, because | really needed to hear it.” 

Sidney pulled away and opened the gate when Dottie 
scratched against it. “| wasn’t just saying that.” He brushed 
his hand over Nash’s chest as he headed towards the door. 
“And j for the record, as much as | love your cock, it’s not 
my favourite thing about you.” 


Chapter Eight 
January 2010 

Fresh from the shower, Sidney burrowed under the 
covers, seeking Nash’s warmth. He climbed on top of Nash 
and rested his cheek against Nash’s shoulder. “I’m worried 
about tomorrow,” he admitted. 

Nash rubbed Sidney’s back for a few moments before 
settling his hands on Sidney’s ass. “You want me to go over 
there for you?” 

“Thanks, but Josh would hate it if you saw him the way 
he is right now.” Josh was currently on his second round of 
chemotherapy and Sidney had agreed to take him for the 
third day of his three-day cycle. 

It had taken Josh almost two weeks to inform his family 
of his illness. Reaction from the Ballentines had been 
immediate and predictable, each vowing to drop everything 
and do what they could to help their brother. By the end of 
the conversation, it had been decided that Maggie and 
Sidney would take turns caring for Josh while Jessica was at 
work. Although Jessica initially put up a fight about leaving 
her husband for hours at a time, she eventually agreed to 
the arrangement, realising her income as a dental hygienist 
would become imperative. 

“I’m only working twenty hours a week at the garage, it 
seems ridiculous that | just come back here and do nothing 
when | could help out,” Nash grumbled. 

Sidney knew Nash wanted to help, but Nash and Josh 
didn’t get along on a good day, and lately those had been 
few and far between for Josh. The one thing Sidney needed 
was someone to keep the driveway and sidewalks clear, 
both at his house and Josh’s. Unfortunately, Nash’s doctor 
had forbidden him from shovelling the heavy snow, and in 
the Chicago area, they received a ton of it. “You could do 
some grocery shopping when you get off today. | want to 


make a pot roast for Josh and Jessica, that’s always been 
one of his favourites.” 

“Make me a list, and l'Il bring it over when | get off.” 

When Nash started to rub his palms against the cheeks 
of Sidney’s ass, Sidney couldn’t help but moan. He spread 
out, moving his legs to either side of Nash’s hips, opening 
himself to Nash’s exploration. “You know what the best 
thing is about you working at the garage?” 

Nash ran a finger over his hole. “What’s that, babe?” 

“I never realised how much | missed the calluses on 
your hands.” Sidney reached for the bedside drawer. He 
shoved the big purple dildo to the side and retrieved the 
bottle of lube. 

Since their discussion on Thanksgiving, Sidney and Nash 
had worked hard to maintain a healthy sex life. They’d tried 
a few new things, but Sidney’s favourite substitute for 
Nash’s cock was still those thick callused fingers. He handed 
Nash the bottle before moving in for a deep kiss. Oral sex 
had definitely become something they both relied on to 
satisfy their desires. 

After priming Nash’s ardour with his kiss, Sidney climbed 
off long enough to turn around. In the customary sixty-nine 
position, Sidney took Nash’s flaccid cock into his mouth. 
Although it didn’t happen every time, Nash still had the 
ability to ejaculate with proper stimulation. 

While Sidney sucked Nash’s cock, Nash spent several 
minutes laving Sidney’s balls before licking a path to his 
puckered opening. “Ooh, yeah, right there,” Sidney said, 
taking Nash’s cock from his mouth. 

Nash used the flat of his tongue to massage the muscles 
surrounding Sidney’s hole while he wrapped his hand 
around Sidney’s hard cock. “In me,” Sidney begged. 

Nash used a finger to probe Sidney’s ass before using 
the tip of his tongue to drill inside. Each flick threatened to 
send Sidney over the edge. “You want one of your toys?” 
Nash asked. 


“No, just you and those talented fingers,” he replied, 
moving to nuzzle Nash’s balls. The first few times he’d given 
Nash a blowjob without seeing any physical evidence that 
Nash was enjoying himself bothered Sidney, but he’d since 
learned it was a blood supply problem and not a sensory 
issue. According to Nash, the feelings were the same even if 
he didn’t get hard. It was good news to Sidney who had 
taken to teasing Nash’s cock at every opportunity. 

Sidney sucked in a quick breath when two of Nash’s 
lubed fingers invaded his hole in one swift motion. The 
stretch was a perfect combination of pain and pleasure, 
taking Sidney that much closer to climax. He gently scraped 
his bottom teeth against the soft skin of Nash’s cock in reply 
to the third probing finger. 

Nash rewarded him with a small amount of cum and a 
buck of his hips. “Fuck!” 

Sidney continued to suck Nash’s cock for a few more 
minutes before lifting his head. He moved forward enough 
for Nash to take the hint and remove his fingers from 
Sidney’s hole. Sidney rolled to the bed on his back beside 
Nash and spread his legs. Now that Nash had been satisfied, 
it was time for Sidney to get selfish. 

Like a well-rehearsed play, Nash immediately moved 
into position, knowing exactly what to do. He applied more 
lube to his fingers before, once again, pushing three of them 
inside Sidney. Once Nash had established a rhythm of 
fucking in and out of Sidney’s hole, he covered the tip of 
Sidney’s cock with his mouth. 

Sidney was in heaven. He hooked his forearms under his 
knees and opened himself further. “So good,” he groaned as 
Nash swallowed more of his cock. 

It didn’t take long and Sidney shot the first strand of 
cum down Nash's throat. “Nash!” he called, giving himself 
over to the pleasures that rode through him. 

Nash continued to finger-fuck Sidney until the last drop 
of seed landed on his tongue. “That’s exactly how | love to 


end the day,” Sidney sighed, easing his legs to the bed. 

Nash released Sidney’s cock and withdrew his fingers. 
“Be right back.” 

Sidney watched Nash’s naked ass as he walked to the 
bathroom. For a fifty-two-year-old man, Nash was still sexy 
as hell. Since taking the part-time job at the garage, Nash 
had even begun to rebuild some of the muscle mass he’d 
lost after he’d quit years earlier. 

Sidney grinned when Nash returned to the bedroom— 
the view from the front was even better. Nash caught him 
staring and stopped. “What?” 

“Just admiring,” Sidney confessed. 

Nash ran a hand over his grey chest hair. “Admiring an 
old man? You’re weird.” 

Laughing, Sidney sat up and retrieved the wayward 
blankets. “You’re one of the lucky few who actually get even 
sexier with age. While | continue to look like a kid with 
crow’s feet who constantly has to dye his hair to keep it 
black.” 

Nash slid between the sheets and gathered Sidney in his 
arms. “It’s nature’s way of keeping you interested in me.” 

“Well then, | tip my imaginary hat to nature because 
she’s doing a damn fine job of it.” 

* kx x XK 

Sidney arrived at Josh’s house in time to see Jessica 
before she left for work. “How’s he doing today?” 

Jessica gathered her long hair into a haphazard bun. “It 
was a bad night.” It was easy to see the fatigue in Jessica’s 
drawn expression. “Make sure he gets a lot of fluids today. | 
bought a box of ginger tea. A woman | met at the hospital 
suggested it.” 

“Do you have a Thermos? | can make some and take it 
with us.” Sidney took off his winter coat and draped it over 
one of the bar stools at the kitchen island. 


Jessica pointed towards one of the upper cabinets. 
“Unfortunately, | think it’s up there.” 

Sidney was as short as Jessica so he moved another bar 
stool over to the counter and started to climb up. 

“Please be careful. | can’t handle anything else going 
wrong right now.” Jessica suddenly covered her mouth and 
ran from the room. 

Sidney stood on the stool and retrieved the Thermos 
before going to check on Jessica. He found her in the small 
half-bath just off the living room, bent over the toilet. “You 
okay?” The last thing Josh needed was for his main 
caregiver to get the flu. 

Jessica tore off several sheets of toilet paper and wiped 
her mouth. “I’m okay.” She stood and faced Sidney, sweat 
beads clinging to her pale forehead. “I’m pregnant,” she 
announced as she flushed the toilet. 

Sidney felt the weight of the words like a huge stone 
landing in his stomach. “Does Josh know?” 

Jessica pulled a washcloth out and ran cool water over it, 
pressing it against the back of her neck. “Yeah, but no one 
else does. | haven’t told Josh how sick I’ve been, though. | 
figure he has enough to deal with right now.” 

“I think you both do.” Sidney was missing two days of 
work each week as it was, but he knew that might need to 
be expanded. “You should tell Maggie. She can come and 
stay overnight, and | can help more during the day.” 

Jessica shook her head. “Thanks, but that’s not 
necessary. The nausea usually hits quickly but is gone just 
as fast.” She dabbed her forehead with the cloth before 
laying it on the edge of the sink. “I’d better get going or I'll 
be late again.” 

“I have my phone on me. Make sure you call if you need 
anything.” He gave her a hug. “Congratulations,” he said, 
even though he wasn’t sure the pregnancy was a blessing. 

After Jessica left for work, Sidney put water in the tea 
kettle before going to help Josh get dressed. Josh’s main 


floor office had been converted into a bedroom, making it 
easier for him to get around. The door was open and Sidney 
took a moment to study his friend. Josh was sitting up on 
the side of the bed, staring out the window. Sidney 
wondered which issue weighed the heaviest on Josh’s mind. 
“Hey, buddy.” 

Josh glanced over his shoulder, dark circles under his 
eyes. “Hey,” he greeted. “How much time do | have?” 

Sidney opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He 
searched for something positive to say. “I don’t know, but 
you have to keep fighting.” 

Josh actually grinned despite his obvious condition. “l 
meant before we have to leave, not before | die.” 

“Oh, sorry. About an hour.” 

Josh shook his head. “Would you help me to the 
bathroom? | tried, but I’m dizzy this morning.” 

“Sure. Dad.” Sidney walked over and helped Josh to his 
feet. 

Josh smiled. “She told you?” 

“Yeah, well, she had a bout of morning sickness, so she 
broke the news.” He steered Josh towards the full bathroom 
across the hall before turning his back to give his friend 
privacy. “Are you happy about it?” 

“Sure, why wouldn’t | be? We’re damn lucky we 
succeeded before all this shit started. The doctor told me 
there was a good chance I'd lose the ability to get her 
pregnant after the chemo, so we decided to do everything 
we could in that month between Thanksgiving and 
Christmas.” 

Despite his own misgivings, Sidney wanted to support 
Josh any way he could. “Then, | guess, congratulations are 
in order.” 

“Thanks.” Josh flushed the toilet. “Mind starting the 
shower for me?” 

“Not at all.” Sidney adjusted the shower curtain and 
started the water. When he turned around, he noticed how 


heavily Josh was relying on the counter of the sink to stay 
standing. “You know, if you don’t feel like taking a shower, 
no one’s going to blame you.” 

“I always sweat so much that I stink,” Josh mumbled. 

“So we'll give you a good old-fashioned spit bath.” 
Sidney closed the toilet lid and helped Josh sit down before 
turning off the shower. He found a washcloth under the sink 
and ran it under warm water and handed it to Josh. “Could | 
get you to eat some scrambled eggs if | made them?” 

Josh swallowed several times, obviously nauseous at the 
idea. “I don’t think I can.” 

Sidney took the cloth out of Josh’s hand and gently 
washed Josh’s face. He knew from past experience that 
Josh’s skin was often sensitive during his treatment cycle. “l 
know food’s probably the last thing in the world you want 
right now, but it’s vital in keeping your strength up.” 

“What’s the point, l'Il throw it up anyway,” Josh argued. 

Sidney finished with Josh’s face and neck, taking time to 
rinse the cloth and washing the soap off his skin before 
starting on Josh’s torso. He remembered what Jessica had 
told him a few months earlier about Josh believing he’d once 
been in love with Sidney. Silently, Sidney was glad Josh had 
never really tried to act on those feelings because the man 
sitting in front of him did absolutely nothing for his libido. 
Rebuffing one of his best friends could’ve ended badly. 

“Maybe I can talk you into at least a bite or two after we 
get you dressed,” Sidney said, rinsing the soap from Josh’s 
armpits. When it came time to clean under Josh’s 
underwear, Sidney simply handed the cloth over. “I love 
you, buddy, but that’s as far as | go.” 

Josh chuckled. “If | felt better, I’m sure | could come up 
with a clever reply to that.” 

While Josh washed his ass and groin, Sidney went back 
into the makeshift bedroom and pulled clean clothes out of 
the laundry basket in the corner of the room. “Sweats 
okay?” 


“Yeah,” Josh answered. “But get a thicker shirt. | froze 
my ass off yesterday.” 

Sidney delivered the socks, underwear and sweats 
before making a trip upstairs to Josh’s closet. It was the first 
time he’d been in Josh and Jessica’s bedroom. The subtle 
browns and tans worked nicely with the bold, deep red 
accents. He stopped long enough to study the framed 
photographs on top of the dresser and was surprised to find 
several that included him. Of course, he wasn’t at all 
surprised to find zero pictures of Nash. Poor Nash. He was 
the only member of the group not represented. Sidney 
decided to make sure Nash never knew, not that it would 
change anything between Josh and Nash. The two men had 
never liked each other and neither was afraid to admit it. 

Returning his attention to the task he’d set out to do, 
Sidney opened Josh’s closet and found a heavy flannel shirt. 
He went back downstairs to find Josh with his sweats 
tangled around his feet. Without a word, Sidney set the shirt 
on the sink and bent to help Josh dress. 

“I’m sorry.” Josh buried his face in his hands. 

Sidney stood and waited for Josh to collect himself, not 
wanting to embarrass him. When he noticed Josh’s 
shoulders begin to shake with emotion, he couldn’t help but 
react. Sidney knelt beside his friend and wrapped him in a 
light embrace, mindful of his sensitive skin. “Shhh, you'll get 
through this.” 

“It’s so much harder than | thought it'd be,” Josh 
confessed. “I knew I'd feel weak and nauseous, but | had no 
idea it would get this bad, and I’ve still got a long way to go. 
It makes me wonder if it’s even worth it.” 

Sidney knew he had two choices. He could coddle Josh 
through the next two months of treatment or he could 
deliver a healthy dose of tough love. Deciding Jessica did 
enough coddling for the both of them, Sidney decided to use 
a different tactic. “You gave up the right to quit when you 
got Jessica pregnant. It’s no longer just about you and what 


you want. You’re going to be a father if | have to kick your 
ass every day.” 

Josh wiped his tears with the backs of his hands. “I’d like 
to see you try to kick my ass. | may be full of poison, but I’m 
still stronger than you are.” 

Sidney stood and threw Josh his shirt. “Right. Whatever 
you Say.” He finished the statement with a brief grin. 

Josh reached out and grabbed Sidney’s wrist. “Thanks.” 

Sidney nodded in understanding. “We all need someone 
to lean on occasionally.” 

“Yeah, but I’ve already done my share of leaning on you. 
| thought I’d finally gotten my shit together enough to let 
someone into my life, and then this happens. Jessica didn’t 
sign up for this. We're still newlyweds, but here she is 
cleaning up my puke and crying late at night when she 
thinks I’m asleep.” Josh stopped long enough to blow his 
nose. “| agreed to try for a baby because she asked me to. 
But | gotta tell you, the thought of dying before | hold my 
son or daughter breaks my heart.” 

“So don’t die,” Sidney said. “And if you don’t get your 
ass in gear, we’re going to be late.” 

“Can’t have that now can we?” Josh pulled his shirt on 
and started on the buttons. “One egg,” he told Sidney. “IIl 
do my best.” 

“That’s all anyone can ask.” 

* k x x 

Loaded down with grocery bags, Nash knocked on Josh’s 
door. He waited several moments before turning the knob. 
“Sidney?” he called, entering the house. When he received 
no response, he carried the groceries into the kitchen. 

After setting down the bags, he went in search of Sidney. 
After checking several rooms, Nash finally found him. Sitting 
on the bathroom floor, Sidney cradled Josh in his arms. 
When he glanced up at Nash, it was obvious he’d been 


crying. 


“How is he?” Nash whispered, afraid of waking Josh. 

“I think he’s done throwing up for now, but he’s so worn 
out he doesn’t have the strength to stand.” 

Sidestepping Sidney’s legs, Nash squatted down and 
lifted Josh out of Sidney’s arms. “Where to?” 

“Across the hall.” Sidney got to his feet and squeezed 
between Nash and the sink. “But | want to try and prop up 
the head of the bed. The nurse said it would help the 
nausea.” 

“What're you going to use?” Nash asked. 

Sidney opened his mouth to say something, but 
Snapped it shut after several moments. “I have no idea.” 

Nash looked around the room before setting Josh on the 
sofa. The jostling woke Josh who seemed confused for a 
second. “What’re you doing?” 

“Fixing your bed,” Nash declared. He turned towards 
Sidney and noticed for the first time how bad he looked. 
“Why don’t you sit down and let me handle things for a 
while?” 

Sidney slumped to the couch beside Josh. “It’s all 
yours.” 

Nash went to the garage and managed to scrounge up 
several blocks of scrap wood. When he returned to the 
makeshift bedroom, both men were sound asleep. Moving 
as quietly as he could, Nash placed the wood under the legs 
at the head of the bed. 

Once satisfied that both sides were level with each 
other, Nash carried Josh to bed. Soon, Nash had Sidney 
stretched out on the sofa and covered with a light blanket. 

Dinner was next. He browned the meat while he put the 
groceries away. After getting the roast in the oven, Nash 
heard Josh moaning. Entering the bedroom, he glanced at 
Sidney who was still sound asleep. “Can | help?” 

“| need the bucket and a drink if you would?” Josh 
asked. It was obvious he was just as uncomfortable asking 
as Nash had been offering. 


Nash searched the room, eventually coming up with a 
bright yellow plastic bucket and set it beside the bed. “What 
would you like to drink?” 

“Sidney made some ginger tea earlier that seemed to 
help.” 

“I know it’s none of my business, but can’t the doctor 
give you something for the nausea?” Nash asked. 

“He did, but I’m one of the few that it doesn’t do much 
for. Lucky me.” Josh gestured to Sidney. “Thanks for letting 
him come around again.” 

Nash took a deep breath. “Sidney’s a grown man. | don’t 
let him do anything.” He looked at Sidney. “Just know he’s 
right here with you every step of the way. That’s what I’ve 
always loved most about him. His heart’s bigger than 
anyone’s I’ve ever known.” He stared Josh in the eyes. “You 
break it again, and I'll kill you.” 


Chapter Nine 
June 2010 

Nash grabbed onto the car’s bumper and tried to pull 
himself to his feet. When his body failed to cooperate, he 
sat back down. “Hey, Frank, holler at Butch for me,” he said, 
gasping to catch a breath. 

Sweat began to drip into his eyes, stinging like a 
motherfucker. He retreived a dirty shop rag out of the 
pocket of his coveralls and wiped his forehead. “Frank?” he 
called again for the man working in the bay beside him. 

“Yeah, hang on.” 

Nash closed his eyes and tried to cope with the pain as 
it spread across his chest. “Frank!” 

“What? Oh, shit! Someone call 9-1-1. Butch!” Frank 
screamed across the garage. He knelt beside Nash. “What 
should | do?” 

“Keep me from dying,” Nash ground out between 
clenched teeth. 

“Did someone call 9-1-1?” Frank yelled again. 

“Hey, buddy.” Butch was suddenly leaning over Nash. 

“This might be it,” Nash told his friend. 

“Naw, if that was the case, you wouldn’t be able to talk.” 
Butch sat on the other side of Nash. “Let’s just get you flat 
on your back until the paramedics get here, okay?” 

Nash reached out and grabbed Butch’s sleeve. “Tell 
Sidney...” 

“Shut the fuck up. You can tell him yourself in a couple 
of hours.” Butch unzipped the front of Nash’s coveralls. “l 
hope this isn’t a good T-shirt, because it’s toast,” he said, 
ripping it up the middle. 

Nash stared up at his best friend and prayed he’d live to 
see Sidney once more. It wasn’t that he hadn’t taken his 
heart condition seriously, but it had been a long time since 


he’d had the last attack. Stupid son of a bitch, he silently 
admonished himself. 

He heard the sirens as they neared the garage. /’m 
going to be okay, he told himself over and over again until 
the paramedics told Butch to step back. “Call Sidney,” he 
told Butch before an oxygen mask was placed over his face. 


* k k OK 
“Never again,” Butch told Sidney as they waited for 
news. “l'Il never again be put in that position without 


knowing what to do.” 

Sidney squeezed Butch’s hand. “The nurse said his heart 
never stopped. That’s good, right?” 

“Maybe this was just a warning,” Luke said. 

“Consider me warned,” Sidney mumbled. 

Dr Morin came into the waiting room and ushered 
Sidney, Butch and Luke into a private consultation room. 
“He’s resting comfortably,” the doctor assured them. “But 
I'd like to go in and perform an angiogram. That'll tell us 
exactly which arteries are blocked. If | find something, I'll 
likely do angioplasty before inserting a small piece of mesh, 
called a stent, to help keep the artery open.” 

“Then what?” Sidney asked. 

“Then we continue to monitor his condition. We’ll adjust 
his current medications as needed and probably add in an 
anticoagulant to guard against blood clots. He won’t be able 
to return to work for at least six weeks, maybe more 
depending on what we find once we're in there.” 

Sidney nodded, thankful he had Butch and Luke at his 
side. “When can | see him?” 

“It’s hard to say. Sometimes the procedure takes as little 
as thirty minutes, but honestly, it can take up to three 
hours. My guess for Nash is an hour, but don’t hold me to it. 
After I’m finished, it'll probably be another hour or two 
before he’s in a room. l'Il have the nurse contact you. Best 


guess, three hours until you can see him. I’d suggest you 
get something to eat while you wait.” 

As if that would be possible, Sidney thought. “Thank 
you, Dr Morin.” 

* KK x 

Sidney checked the time on his phone and realised it 
was only six minutes later than the last time he’d looked. “I 
thought Dr Morin said it would take less than an hour.” 

Butch glanced up from his motorcycle magazine. “Relax. 
Doc said it could take up to two or three if they found 
something else once they got in there.” 

“Don’t say that. He’s going to be fine.” Sidney stood and 
walked to the window. 

“Of course he’s gonna be fine. That’s the whole point of 
getting the stents put in. You’re a worry wart.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m not the one who’s been reading the 
same article for forty-five minutes,” Sidney countered. 

Butch sighed and tossed the magazine onto the table in 
front of him. “I’m going to go for a walk.” He stood and 
disappeared down the hall. 

“It really scared him,” Luke said. 

“Me too.” Sidney sat next to Luke. “I’m not sure what 
else he can give up. He’s done everything right, dammit! 
This isn’t supposed to happen.” 

Luke cleared his throat and pointed towards an elderly 
woman in the corner of the waiting room. 

“Sorry, ma’am,” Sidney apologised. 

The woman smiled in an understanding way. “Oh, pay no 
mind to me. My George says a lot worse.” 

Sidney grinned at the woman of around eighty and knew 
her George was probably having a similar procedure done. 
Even though it was incredibly hateful of him, he understood 
it. George had to be at least eighty, if not older. It was his 
time to go through this shit, but Nash was too young. “He’s 
too young,” he repeated. 


“Hopefully Nash’ll feel better once they put the stents 
in. Maybe he’ll even feel like getting out in the yard again,” 
Luke encouraged. 

“| hope so.” Sidney thought of their bare flowerbeds at 
home. It had only been the second year since they moved to 
Lake Forest that Nash hadn’t filled the flower beds. When 
Sidney had asked Nash about it in late spring, Nash said it 
didn’t make sense with everything that was going on with 
Josh. Sidney had known at the time that it was just an 
excuse. Truth was, Nash was too tired to do much of 
anything lately. “I should’ve seen it coming.” 

“Don’t do that to yourself. If anyone should have seen it 
coming it was Nash,” Luke said. 

“Since that big fight we had over him keeping his blood 
pressure a secret, | think he’s afraid to admit when he’s not 
feeling well. He knows if he goes to the doctor, he has to tell 
me about it, so he pretends it’s nothing.” Sidney shrugged. 
“So in a way, it is my fault. Maybe if | handled things better, 
he wouldn’t be so afraid to tell me.” 

x k x x 

By the time Sidney was let into the room, Nash was not 
only awake but smiling at something the nurse said on her 
way out the door. “What’s the meaning of this?” Sidney 
asked, nearing the bed. “I’ve been downstairs scared to 
death and you’re up here having fun with the nurses.” 

“Hey, babe.” 

Sidney leant down for a kiss. “How’re you feeling?” 

“Actually, | feel better than | have in a long time. | mean, 
the leg’s sore where they went in to do the procedure, but 
Jennie said that would be good as new in a few days.” Nash 
covered Sidney’s hand where it rested on the rail. 

Sidney stared down at the IV tube taped to the back of 
Nash’s hand. “I’m glad you're okay.” 

Nash squeezed Sidney’s hand. “I’m not ready to leave 
you, besides, it’s Butch’s fault. He said he wouldn’t give you 


a message for me, so | had no choice but to stay alive.” 

“Oh, yeah, what was the message?” Sidney asked. 

Nash’s eyes filled with tears. “I was afraid I’d never see 
you again.” 

“And?” Sidney prompted. 

“Every day with you is a gift.” 

Sidney reached out with his free hand and swiped a tear 
off Nash’s cheek. “Stop it. You’re going to make me blush.” 

* kx x x 

September 2010 

“Hey, Sidney. Josh is on line three,” Ben called out from 
his office. “And after you’re finished, can you come in here?” 

“Sure.” Sidney stuck his pencil behind his ear and picked 
up the phone. “Hey, everything okay?” 

“Better than okay, but I have a favour to ask. Would you 
mind picking up the cake for the shower on your way over?” 

“Not at all. Did you order it from Sheila’s?” 

“Of course.” 

“Consider it done. l'Il see you in a few hours.” Sidney 
hung up the phone. He pushed away from his drafting table 
and knocked on Ben’s open door. “What’s up?” 

“A job’s come up that | need your advice on.” 

“Okay.” Sidney sat down. “Shoot.” 

“I got a call this morning from a man in Kansas City. He 
and his partner want us to design and build an athletic club 
in an area known as Brookside. | thought since you’re from 
Kansas, you might be familiar with it.” 

“Kinda. | mean, I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never been 
through there. What kind of building are they looking for?” 
Sidney asked. 

“Craftsman style. They saw your work in Architectural 
Digest and want you,” Ben explained. 

Sidney rubbed the back of his neck. Although Josh was 
currently in remission, Jessica’s baby was due any day, and 
there was Nash to consider. “How long would | have to be 


gone? I'd rather not be away from Nash for more than a few 
days, and even then, l'Il have to find someone to stay with 
him.” 

“Well, initially, you'll have to fly in and take a look at the 
planned site, take some pictures and measurements then 
you should be able to work up the drawings from here. Of 
course, there might be a few more visits once work gets 
started on the building, but | made it clear to Ben that 
you're tied to Chicago for personal reasons. He said he’s 
willing to work it out if you agree to do it.” 

Sidney nodded. He loved working for Creative Solutions 
but he’d begun getting bored with houses. “I should 
probably discuss it with Nash, but I’m up for it. What builder 
are you going to use?” 

“I’m not sure yet. Shriver Construction would be the 
logical choice, but I’m not sure | can get any of my brothers 
to relocate to Kansas City for the amount of time the project 
would take.” 

“PIL talk to Nash tonight and work on your brothers 
tomorrow.” To tell the truth, it might be good for Mike to get 
away from Chicago for a while. He seemed to be in a dating 
slump and from what Sidney had heard, the Brookside area 
was loaded with professional gay men. 

“Great. Thanks for going to bat for me on this one,” Ben 
said. 

“That’s what partners are for,” Sidney replied. 

* k k k 

Nash arrived at Josh’s to find Sidney already setting up 
for the baby shower. “Looks good,” Nash said, placing a 
present on the gift table. He walked over and gave Sidney a 
deep kiss. “How was your day?” 

Sidney went back to rearranging vegetables on a tray. “l 
was offered another project. A health club.” 

“Is that a good thing?” Nash stole a carrot stick. After 
popping the food into his mouth, he noticed a bit of grease 


under one of his fingernails. It was the one thing he hated 
about working with his hands. While Sidney continued to 
fuss, Nash turned on the hot water and scrubbed his hands 
once more. 

“It’s in Kansas City,” Sidney announced. “Ben said l’d 
only have to go a few times for a couple days, but | told him 
I'd have to talk to you first.” 

At the mention of Kansas City, Nash’s heart immediately 
went to the ranch. They were supposed to have gone to 
Kansas for Christmas last year, but then Sidney decided he 
didn’t want to be away when Josh went through his first 
round of chemotherapy. Needless to say, they still hadn’t 
made it. “When would you have to go?” 

“Soon. | need to walk the land, take measurements...” 
Sidney shrugged. “Three days tops.” 

“We could make a vacation out of it. You could do your 
thing in Kansas City then we could go to the ranch for a few 
days.” There wasn’t a day that went by that Nash didn’t 
think of his old home. Although he’d lived in Lake Forest 
longer than the ranch, Nash still missed waking up to 
bawling cattle. 

Sidney set the vegetables on the dining room table 
along with an assortment of food. “Yeah, | guess we could 
do that.” 

Nash’s spirits soared. Even though he got the feeling 
Sidney wasn’t excited about the prospect of spending time 
in the country, Nash didn’t let it dampen his happiness at 
the idea. “Find out when they’d need you and l'Il talk to Mac 
to see if you can get some time off.” 

“Sure.” Sidney wrapped his arms around Nash. “The 
health club is set for the Brookside area, but | was searching 
online and evidently Kansas City has completed some pretty 
big projects lately. There’s a whole area called The Power 
and Light District that I’d love to check out. It’s like a huge 
Shopping mall of bars and restaurants, stuff like that, and 
it’s all open in the centre.” 


Nash had never been into the bar thing, other than his 
favourite local hangout, but as long as he knew the trip 
would end at the Running E, he’d suffer for Sidney’s sake. 
“Sounds good.” 

“Or we could stay at the Country Club Plaza. I’ve always 
wanted to do that but couldn’t afford it,” Sidney continued. 

“My dad took me to the Plaza one year around 
Christmas. | can’t even remember why we were in Kansas 
City, but l'Il never forget those lights.” Nash smiled at the 
memory. “We rode in one of those horse-drawn carriages. It 
was just Dad and me. At the time | thought | must be the 
luckiest kid in the world.” 

Sidney rested his head against Nash’s shoulder. “You 
haven’t talked about your family in a long time.” 

“It still hurts to talk about Dad. It hurts to talk about 
Mom, too, but for other reasons.” Nash’s relationship with 
his mom had always been strained. His dad had been the 
affectionate one of the two. Nash had tried to visit his mom 
at least once a year, but she didn’t like him bringing Sidney, 
and after a while he felt she didn’t even appreciate his 
visits. After she had remarried things between them had 
become even more strained until eventually they rarely 
even spoke on the phone. Her death a few years earlier had 
been a sombre occasion, but the only reason he’d cried was 
because her new husband had insisted on having her 
cremated. He’d told Nash her dream was to have her ashes 
scattered in the wind in Sonoma. The plot next to his father, 
purchased for his mother, would always remain empty. 
That’s what hurt the most. 

Sidney reached up and pinched Nash’s earlobe. “So? 
Plaza?” 

“Yeah, | think I'd like that,” Nash agreed. 

“Cool. l'Il get a definite date from Ben tomorrow and 
make the reservations.” 

The door opened and Butch, Luke and Lucy entered the 
house. Their quiet moment was quickly interrupted by 


Lucy’s cries. “What’s up with squirt?” Nash asked. 

“She’s teething,” Luke said, rolling his eyes. 

Sidney walked over and took Lucy from Butch. “It’s 
about time you got some top teeth to go with those 
chompers on the bottom.” He opened the freezer and pulled 
out an ice cube before rubbing it against her gums. 

“Where’s Josh?” Butch stole a handful of mixed nuts 
from the cake table. 

Nash chuckled to himself. He hadn’t even noticed Josh 
wasn’t around. “No clue.” 

“He’s packing. They’re inducing Jessica in the morning,” 
Sidney informed Butch. 

“He’s doing okay, right?” Luke asked. 

“Yep. He’s officially in remission. Now that his hair is 
finally starting to grow in and his appetite has returned, he’s 
beginning to look like his old self again.” Sidney tossed what 
was left of the ice in the sink. The front of Lucy’s shirt was 
wet but at least she’d stopped crying. He handed her to 
Nash. “Rock her to sleep for me, would ya?” 

Nash held Lucy against his chest with her head resting 
on his shoulder. He started to sway back and forth and the 
little girl drifted off to sleep. 

“I hate that she does that for you,” Butch grumbled. 

“It’s all in the sway,” Nash whispered. 

* k x x 

Sidney stopped by the house on the way to the hospital 
to pick up Nash. He beeped the horn and waited for his 
handsome partner to appear. After a few minutes, he called. 

Nash picked up on the fourth ring. “I’m coming,” he 
growled, slurring his words. 

“If you're gonna be grumpy about it, stay home,” Sidney 
snapped back. 

“Well make up your mind. This morning you told me | 
had to go.” 


It was obvious by his speech that Nash had stopped by 
the bar on the way home from work. Fuck. Nash knew he 
wasn’t supposed to drink alcohol. Tired of babysitting his 
stubborn partner, Sidney put the car in reverse. “l'Il see you 
later.” He hung up and backed out of the driveway, heading 
to the hospital. It was a momentous day for Josh and Jessica, 
and Sidney refused to let Nash’s sour mood spoil it, not that 
it surprised him. Despite everything Josh had been through, 
Nash still refused to let his guard down around him. 

Before long, Sidney pulled into the parking lot and 
turned off the engine. He glanced at the phone, lying beside 
him on the seat, and wondered if he should call Nash again. 
Even after all the years they’d been together, a small 
disagreement still had a way of making his stomach hurt. 

“Dammit!” he yelled into the quiet interior of the car. He 
grabbed his phone and stuck it in his pocket. There would 
be plenty of time to find out what Nash’s funk was about, 
but he didn’t get to meet his godson for the first time every 
day. 

After retrieving the wrapped gift out of the trunk, Sidney 
locked the car and headed towards the building. He spotted 
Peter and Bobbi in the elevator just as the doors were 
getting ready to close. “Wait up!” he called, jogging past the 
volunteers at the information desk. 

He slipped into the elevator and sighed. “Thanks.” 

Bobbi immediately kissed him on the cheek. “Where’s 
Nash?” she asked. 

“Don’t ask,” he mumbled. “How’re the kids?” The 
adjustment to work without Bobbi had been a hard one, but 
seeing his gal pal so damn happy all the time helped. 

“Let’s put it this way, I’m considering hiring a prison 
guard to watch them while | go back to work,” she said, a 
devilish grin on her pretty face. 

“You love it, and you know it,” Sidney said. “But since 
you brought it up, Ben and | were talking the other day 
about farming some work out. Nothing major, a couple of 


remodelling jobs people have come to us with. Interested? 
You could work from home for the most part.” 

Bobbi glanced up at Peter who was smiling from ear to 
ear. “What do you think?” 

“I think it would do all of us some good for you to stretch 
your wings a bit.” Peter looked at Sidney. “She’s been a tad 
grumpy lately.” 

“She should give Nash a call, they could both be grumpy 
together,” Sidney said. 

“I’m standing right here,” Bobbi said, stomping her feet 
as she got off the elevator. 

“She'll be in tomorrow to talk to you and Ben,” Peter 
said, following his wife. 

They found Jessica’s room and knocked softly on the 
closed door. Josh opened it a crack. “Just a second, she’s 
finishing up Liam’s first real feeding.” 

Sidney gave a dramatic shiver. “Thanks for the warning. 
Let us know when she puts that thing away.” 

“Its a breast, not a bomb,” Bobbi teased, punching 
Sidney in the arm. 

Sidney leaned his head against Bobbi’s. “I’ve missed 
you.” 

Bobbi gave Sidney another kiss on the cheek. “I’ve 
missed you, too.” 

The door opened and Josh ushered them inside. He 
rushed over to the bed and carefully lifted his tightly 
swaddled son from Jessica’s arms. “I'd like you to meet Liam 
James Ballentine.” 

Although Sidney already knew Liam’s first name, the 
fact that Josh and Jessica had given their son Sidney’s 
middle name touched him. He held out his arms and 
accepted his godson. “Nice to meet you, Liam James.” 

* KK k 

Stretched out on the couch, Nash had his eyes covered 

with a cold washcloth when he heard the door open and 


Slam shut. “Shhh,” he said, wincing. 

“If you think I’m going to tip toe around this house just 
because you decided to tie one on after work, you’ve got 
another think coming,” Sidney snarled, leaving the room. 

Nash didn’t have the energy to correct Sidney, so he 
closed his eyes once more and tried to cope with the 
pounding in his head. 

“By the way, our plane leaves at five o’clock next 
Thursday,” Sidney announced, walking back into the room. 

“I'll talk to Mac tomorrow,” Nash mumbled. He felt the 
couch beside him dip and knew Sidney wasn’t finished. 

“What were you thinking? Dr Morin expressly said you 
weren't to drink,” Sidney began. 

“| didn’t. | came home from work at ten o’clock this 
morning because of this fucking headache | can’t get rid of.” 

Sidney removed the washcloth and felt Nash’s forehead. 
“Do you feel sick?” 

“Nope, head hurts. I’ve had migraines in the past. | just 
need a dark, quiet place for a while.” 

Sidney knelt on the floor and loomed over Nash. “Are 
you Sure that’s all it is?” 

“Yeah, I'll be fine.” He put a hand against his forehead 
as he sat up. “Actually, | think l'Il go upstairs and lie down 
for the night. Hopefully it'll be gone by morning.” 

“Did you eat today? Maybe you're just hungry.” 

A wave of dizziness overcame Nash as he tried to focus 
on putting one foot in front of the other. “I had breakfast, 
but right now I can’t even think about eating.” 

Sidney helped Nash up the steps and into the bedroom. 
“Clothes on or off?” 

“Off.” Nash fumbled with the snap on his jeans as 
Sidney pulled the covers back. He pushed his jeans and 
underwear as far down as he could without bending over 
before sitting on the bed. “Little help?” he asked. 

Sidney tugged at Nash’s clothes until they ended up ina 
pile beside the bed. “lIl grab something to eat and bring it 


up,” Sidney said. 

“No need, I’m hoping to get some sleep. Wake me up 
when you come to bed so | can take my medicine.” Nash 
loved Sidney dearly, but the last thing he wanted was to 
continue talking. Each word echoed inside his head, making 
his headache worse. He laid down and closed his eyes, 
hoping Sidney would get the hint without having to be told. 

Sidney covered Nash and kissed his forehead. “You want 
a fresh washcloth?” 

“Sure, cold,” he mumbled. 

Moments later, a cool darkness covered his eyes. 
“Thanks.” 

“PIL set your phone beside the bed. Call me if you need 
anything. And if you’re not better by morning, I’m calling Dr 
Morin.” 

“It’s a headache. l'Il be fine.” 

“You want me to turn the television on?” Sidney asked, 
still hovering. 

“No, | just want it to be quiet.” 

Sidney sighed and brushed the hair back from Nash’s 
forehead. “Okay, I'll take the hint.” 

Good, Nash wanted to say, but he knew it would start 
another conversation so he stayed quiet. 

“Love you,” Sidney said, his voice trailing away. 

Nash grunted in reply. 

x k x x 

A week later, Sidney stopped by Josh’s house on the way 
home from work. “Sorry to barge in, but | need a baby fix.” 

Josh laughed and led the way into the family room. “My 
mom’s been here every day, SO we’re used to it.” 

Liam was asleep in the travelling crib Sidney and Nash 
had given Josh and Jessica at the shower. “Yep, he’s just as 
cute as | remember.” 

“I reckon so; not much changes in two days’ time. You 
want a beer or a glass of wine?” 


“Wine would be nice. Jessica asleep?” Sidney followed 
Josh into the kitchen. 

“Yeah. She’s learning to take naps whenever the baby 
does.” Josh poured Sidney a glass of red wine before 
grabbing a beer out of the fridge. “I have a check-up 
tomorrow,” he said, sliding Sidney’s glass across the kitchen 
island. 

“You want me to go with you?” Sidney asked. 

“No, you’ve done enough.” 

Sidney could tell something was bothering Josh. “Is 
there something you’re not telling me?” 

“Not really. | mean, | feel okay, | guess I’m just worried.” 

“That’s normal.” Sidney took a sip of his drink. 

“I know, but it doesn’t help me sleep at night.” Josh 
started to pick at the label on his bottle. “What if it comes 
back? | upped my life insurance when | got married, so | 
don’t think money will be a problem if something happens 
to me. It’s everything beyond that. What if | never get the 
chance to see Liam’s first day of school or prep him for his 
first big date? Those’re the things that I struggle with.” 

At first, it surprised Sidney that Josh had thought about 
those things before, but then he realised Josh had been busy 
simply trying to get through the day. “You should video 
yourself telling Liam everything you want him to know. Even 
if you go on to lead a long and happy life, I’m sure it’s 
something Liam will cherish. I'd give anything to have 
something like that from my mom. I’m ashamed to Say | 
don’t remember her voice.” 

“I'd feel stupid talking to a camera,” Josh said. 

“So talk to your son instead. Set up the camera then sit 
down and tell Liam everything you’re thinking and feeling. 
Give him advice. Congratulate him on graduating. Put into 
words everything you hope for him.” 

Josh blinked away tears and cleared his throat. “Yeah, | 
could do that.” 


Sidney reached across the island and tapped his glass 
against Josh’s bottle. “Hopefully, you'll be here in person to 
ride his ass, but just in case, he’ll get a chance to know the 
man you've become.” 

Josh took a long swallow of his beer. “I don’t blame Nash 
for hating me,” he said out of the blue. “I’m surprised you 
don’t.” 

Sidney shook his head. “I never hated you. There were 
times when it hurt too much to be around you, but...” 
Sidney swallowed, trying to rid himself of the lump of 
emotion lodged in his throat. “I love you, and | couldn’t give 
up on someone | loved.” 


Chapter Ten 
October 2010 

“I like these guys already,” Nash said, holding the door 
open for Sidney. 

“When Ray called to ask what kind of food we enjoyed, | 
told him nothing too fancy. | figured we’d be more 
comfortable meeting them somewhere less formal than one 
of the Plaza restaurants.” Although it was Sidney’s first 
meeting with the two men who'd hired him to build the 
health club, he’d enjoyed several phone conversations with 
Ray. 

Nash stood just inside the door of the bar and studied 
the room. “Do you know what they look like?” 

“No, but there’s someone walking straight towards us.” 

The dark-haired Italian had to be Ray DeMonico. 

“Ray?” Sidney asked when the man got closer. 

“That’s me.” He stuck out his hand. “Good to finally 
meet you.” 

Sidney gestured to Nash. “This is my partner, Nash.” 
While Nash and Ray shook hands, Sidney tried to find Brent, 
Ray’s partner in life and business, in the crowd. “Is Brent 
here?” 

“Yep. We've got a table in the back, hopefully the lunch 
crowd will start to thin out so we can talk.” 

Nash and Sidney followed Ray to a small table. “It smells 
great in here,” Nash said in Sidney’s ear. 

Sidney nodded in agreement. 

Ray stopped beside a younger man. “I’d like you to meet 
my partner Brent. Brent, this is Sidney and Nash.” 

After they took turns shaking hands, they settled at the 
table. Sidney picked up a menu. “So what’s good here?” 

“Wings,” Brent and Ray said in unison. “The Peanut also 
has kick-ass chilli dogs and BLTs if you’re not a wing man,” 
Brent added. 


Sidney knocked his knee against Nash’s thigh. “I think 
you should treat yourself and get the chilli dog.” 

Nash’s face lit up like a boy at Christmas. “You mean | 
won’t have to hear how | completely wrecked my diet the 
rest of the trip if | do?” 

“Nope. You get what you want.” At Ray’s confused 
expression, Sidney decided he’d better clarify. “Nash has 
some heart problems, so he’s on a strict diet.” 

“It’s nice to know I’m not the only one who has to nag 
his partner to eat right.” Ray nodded towards Brent. 
“Diabetic who likes to live dangerously by sneaking food 
he’s not supposed to have.” 

Brent seemed pleased by his thievery. “Can you imagine 
going your entire life without enjoying chocolate?” 

Nash held his palm up to slap against Brent’s in a 
childish high-five. “Amen, brother.” 

Within minutes, Sidney felt completely at ease around 
the two men. They ordered and ate their lunch while talking 
about everything from sports to cars. Once the last of the 
delicious food had been eaten and taken away, Ray opened 
his briefcase. 

“I thought we could drive by the site after we leave 
here, but first | figured you’d want to know some of the 
basics.” Ray handed Sidney a dark brown folder. “I put 
together some stuff | thought might help you get a better 
idea of what we're after. | also included some brochures of 
the Brookside neighbourhood. It’s very important to us that 
the health club looks and feels like it’s been part of the area 
for years. The last thing either of us wants is a stark cement 
building with exercise equipment inside.” 

Sidney opened the folder and removed the small stack 
of papers, leaving the brochures to go through later. “I 
always think it’s important to have two lists, the things you 
must have and the stuff you really want if it can fit in the 
budget.” 


“A waterfall,” Brent spoke up. “I think it’s a must, but 
Ray said it’s more a luxury.” 

Sidney took a pen out of his briefcase and wrote 
“waterfall?” on the paper. They spoke a few more minutes 
before Sidney noticed Nash fidgeting. “There’re probably 
some shops or something you can go explore if you want.” 

“We can take you back to the hotel after we visit the site 
if it would be easier?” Ray offered. 

Sidney exchanged glances with Nash. “That sound 
okay?” 

“Sure, actually, I’d like to look around the city a bit. It’s 
been years since I’ve been here,” Nash said. 

“I| could show you around,” Brent jumped in. “Ray’s 
more into the business side of things than | am anyway.” He 
winked at his partner. “You mind?” 

Ray shook his head. “Make sure to drive him by the 
Power and Light District.” 

“I read about that online. Looks cool.” Sidney squeezed 
Nash’s hand. 

“It is. There’s an Irish pub down there that can’t be beat 
for food and music. Maybe we could all go later?” Brent 
stood and pulled his wallet out of his pocket. “I'll pay for 
lunch on the way out.” 

Nash released Sidney’s hand and followed Brent out of 
the bar. Sidney watched them leave before returning his 
attention to Ray. “Sorry. Nash gets bored when | start talking 
business.” 

“Brent’s the same way.” 

“You mind if | ask how long the two of you have been 
together?” Sidney hated to be nosey, but Brent was quite a 
bit younger than Ray. 

“Be five years next month.” Ray rubbed his neck. “I was 
his marketing professor. | knew it was wrong, but | couldn’t 
stay away from him. When the university found out, they 
fired me. Imagine how surprised | was when Brent decided 
to drop out and follow me to Kansas City. He’s since 


graduated from a school here in the city, but it took him a 
while to get motivated.” Ray leant forward. “Trust fund baby. 
He could have anyone in the world and for some reason he 
chose me.” 

“| imagine he knows a good man when he sees one,” 
Sidney commented. 

“So, what about you and Nash?” 

“Twenty-four years, and almost all of them fabulous,” 
Sidney joked. 

Ray whistled. “I’m impressed.” 

Sidney knocked on the scarred wooden table. “God 
willing, we'll have at least another twenty together.” 

* kx x XK 

“We're here,” Nash proclaimed as they drove under the 
Running E ranch sign. 

“Yep,” Sidney agreed. 

Nash reached over and brushed Sidney’s cheek with his 
thumb. “It’ll be fun.” He picked up his black Stetson from 
the seat console between them and settled it on his head. 

Sidney rolled his eyes. The moment Nash hit Reno 
County, the cowboy in him came out to play. Sidney tried to 
seem enthusiastic about their visit to his family’s ranch, but 
he hated spending time with the memories of his past. 
Although the ranch could never be sold, Sidney wouldn’t 
mind if he never stepped foot on the place again, but Nash 
loved it. “Does Tommy know we're coming?” It had been 
close to two years since Sidney had talked to the man who 
leased the place. Nash usually handled all the issues that 
came up. 

Nash glanced at the dashboard clock of the rented SUV. 
“| told him we'd roll in around two and it’s ten after.” He 
bypassed the house and continued down the drive. “Speak 
of the devil,” Nash said as Tommy stepped out of the barn. 

Nash wasted no time putting the SUV in park and 
turning off the engine. He was out of the truck before Sidney 


had a chance to get his shoes on. Sidney watched the two 
men embrace. Tommy thumped Nash on the back several 
times, breaking apart with a shared laugh. It had been a 
while since Nash had been to the ranch and damn did the 
country look good on him. The two men spoke for a few 
minutes before Nash gestured to the SUV. Tommy waved 
and Sidney held up his hand. 

It didn’t matter how old he was, he would always feel 
like an awkward kid on the Running E. Sidney pulled his 
Sneakers on and grabbed his phone as he got out of the 
vehicle. “Hi, Tommy.” Tommy had worked on the ranch since 
Sidney was a boy. 

“How’re you doin’, son?” Tommy greeted. 

“Good.” Sidney stuffed his hands in his pockets and 
looked out over the pasture. “How’s Brynn?” he asked, 
groping for something to say. 

“Good. She’s in Wichita visiting the grandkids.” Tommy 
resettled his hat. “Got something you might like to see,” he 
told Sidney. 

“Okay.” It wasn’t like Sidney had anything else to do. 

“Is that Bob Peterson?” Nash pointed towards the 
machine shed. 

“Yep, he came to work for me last summer.” 

“Bob Peterson? Why do I know that name?” Sidney 
squinted, trying to get a better look at the man Nash 
seemed so excited to see. 

“He was the mechanics teacher at the high school. 
Taught me everything | know.” Nash headed towards the 
Shed. “I'll be back.” 

“Whatever,” Sidney mumbled and followed Tommy 
inside the barn. He wrinkled his nose at the smell, 
remembering a time when he couldn’t even walk inside the 
big wooden building without his allergies getting the best of 
him. Of course, that hadn’t stopped his dad from making 
him muck horse stalls every day. Shit. There | go again. 
Sidney tried to push the memories aside. 


“What do you think?” Tommy asked, presenting a white 
yearling mare. 

“Oh, Tommy, she’s gorgeous.”. 

“Brynn bought her for me for my birthday this year.” 
Tommy pulled a chunk of carrot out of his shirt pocket and 
fed it to the horse. 

“What’s her name?” 

Tommy chuckled. “Well, that’s kind of a sore subject. | 
told my youngest granddaughter she could name this one, 
and she chose Hannah Montana.” Tommy shook his head. “l 
just call her Montana.” 

Sidney reached out and rubbed the horse between her 
eyes. “Horses were always my favourite part of the ranch. 
I'd be perfectly content to never see another chicken or 
cow, unless they were on my plate. Oh, and the snakes.” 
Sidney shivered, remembering how much he hated those 
slithering bastards. 

Leaning one elbow on the top of the stall, Tommy 
seemed to study Sidney for a few minutes. “How’s Nash?” 

“All things considered, he’s doing pretty good. | think it’s 
really helped that he quit trading stocks.” 

“I know I’ve got no room to talk, but he’s looking old, 
walking old, too.” 

Sidney wasn’t sure what to say. “I think he looks damn 
good for a man who's had two heart attacks.” 

Tommy rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. 
“When’'d that happen?” 

“The first one was twelve years ago. He did so well we 
started to think it was a fluke, then he had another in June.” 

“| didn’t know any of that,” Tommy said. 

“Sorry. | guess | should’ve called. | just figured he’d 
already told you.” Afraid he’d already said too much, Sidney 
patted Montana on the neck. “Speaking of Nash, I’d better 
go see what he’s up to.” 

“I know you don’t like to go into town, so | stocked the 
fridge for you.” 


“Thanks.” Sidney left the barn. He found Nash still 
talking to Bob Peterson. “Hi, Mr Peterson. You won't 
remember me, | didn’t take your class, but | wanted to 
thank you for teaching Nash how to change my oil.” 

Bob laughed. “Nash was one of my best students. But, 
you're wrong, | do remember you.” 

Confused, Sidney crossed his arms. “How’s that?” 

Bob shook his head. “It’s not important.” 

“It is to me.” Sidney didn’t know why it was so important 
to him, but it was. 

“Well,” Bob began, looking uncomfortable. “I think most 
teachers remember that one student who didn’t seem to fit 
into the world around them. You seem happy. | think you did 
the right thing by moving to Chicago.” 

The words warmed Sidney. “I wish I’d have taken your 
class.” 

Nash wrapped his arm around Sidney’s waist. “The 
school’s insurance company is probably glad you didn’t.” 

Sidney started to yell at Nash for making the stupid joke, 
but stopped when it became obvious Nash was simply trying 
to lighten the mood. “Yeah, you're probably right.” He 
nodded towards the SUV. “Ready to head to the house? It’s 
been a long drive.” 

“Sure.” Nash held out his hand to Bob. “It was nice to 
see you again.” 

“You too,” Bob said. “And it was nice to finally meet you, 
Sidney.” 

“Do you still work at the school?” Sidney asked. 

“I substitute once in a while when they can’t find anyone 
else, but I retired ten years ago.” 

“Do me a favour. Next time you see a kid like me in the 
hall, ask him how his day’s going.” Sidney knew what a 
difference it could make to the right student. 


“| will,” Bob agreed. 
* k k OK 


Although Tommy had done a fairly good job keeping the 
small cottage up, there were several things that were 
starting to show their age. 

“You're lucky it’s still warm enough for you to do that,” 
Sidney said through the screen door from inside the house. 

Nash dipped his paintbrush into the bucket and 
continued putting a fresh coat on the porch floor. “You could 
always come out and help me. You’re not a sad ten-year-old 
kid anymore.” 

With his hands in his front pockets, Sidney leaned 
against the doorframe. “You were my hero that day. Did | 
ever tell you that?” 

“You didn’t have to.” Nash hated the thick sound of 
Sidney’s voice when he spoke of the past. He decided to 
change the subject. “It doesn’t make sense to hold onto this 
house if we’re only going to visit every five or ten years. | 
thought maybe we could offer it to Bob. Tommy said he’s 
struggling to make ends meet on his social security and 
retirement. Evidently, his wife was sick for a while before 
she died and his savings went to taking care of her.” 

“So do it, offer to let him stay here, but | doubt he’d do 
it,” Sidney said. 

“Why do you say that?” Nash asked. “Free rent’s free 
rent.” 

“Because a home is full of memories, some good, some 
bad. Sounds to me like Bob probably had some good ones 
with his wife. | doubt he’d give those up just to make it 
easier on his wallet.” 

For years, Nash had held onto the dream of someday 
moving back to the Running E, but in that moment, he 
understood it would never happen. He looked around. Even 
from the relative peace of the small cottage’s front porch, 
you could see the main ranch house in the distance. No 
wonder Sidney hated to visit. Every corner of the ranch held 
bad memories. 


“Can’t hurt to ask,” Nash eventually said. He dipped his 
paintbrush again and resumed his chore. “Have you been 
out to the cemetery to see your mom?” 

“No,” Sidney stated. 

“You plan on it?” 

“| don’t think so. This trip is about you, for you, | should 
say. I’m okay sticking around the house. I’ve come up with 
some ideas for the health club that | want to get on paper 
anyway.” 

They were supposed to spend another two days at the 
ranch, but Nash wasn’t sure he could enjoy himself with 
Sidney shut inside. “We can fly back early if you want,” he 
offered. 

“We don’t need to do that, I’m fine. You go help Tommy. 
Better yet, extend the house offer to Bob.” Sidney started to 
turn around but stopped. “But get this porch painted first,” 
he said, a sexy grin on his face. 

“Yes, boss,” Nash replied. 

After finishing the porch, Nash drove the SUV down the 
little-used dirt track towards the barn. As he pulled up, he 
spotted Tommy and waved. “Morning,” he greeted, joining 
Tommy. 

“You must be on city time. I’ve been up for hours,” 
Tommy teased. 

“I’ve already painted the porch, so I’m not as city as you 
think.” Nash studied the pasture. “How’re the fences holding 
up? You need me to take a ride and check ‘em out?” 

“You can ride if you want, but I’m not about to get on 
Sidney’s bad side by letting you fix fences,” Tommy said. 

“Why would you worry...?” Nash took his hat off and 
beat it against his thigh. “Sidney told you, didn’t he?” 

Tommy nodded. “I wish you had. Thought we were 
friends.” 

“We are, and I’m fine. | eat right, take my medicine and 
I’ve completely given up alcohol. l'II be damned if I’m going 


to stop living my life out of fear,” Nash argued. He couldn’t 
believe Sidney would go behind his back like that. 

Tommy patted Nash on the shoulder. “Go saddle one of 
the horses. Take a ride and cool off.” 

Although Nash wanted to argue, it had been a while 
since he’d sat on the back of a horse. Riding the acreage 
with nothing but cattle and a horse to keep him company 
had always been his favourite part of life on the ranch. 
Besides, Tommy was right, he did need to cool off before he 
spoke to Sidney about spilling his secrets. “Any horse in 
particular you'd like me to saddle?” 

“You can take Elmo, the chestnut gelding right there.” 

Nash did a double-take, chuckling. “You’ve really gotta 
stop letting your grandkids name the horses.” 

Tommy laughed alongside Nash. “Yeah, well, | started 
the tradition years ago. | think they purposely try to find 
names to embarrass me.” 

“They're doing a damn good job of it,” Nash agreed. 

* k k OK 

Tommy handed Sidney the saddlebag filled with 
Sandwiches and cold drinks. “Thanks for calling,” Sidney 
told him. 

“I knew as soon as the words left my mouth that I’d 
stepped in a pile of shit. Causing trouble between the two of 
you wasn’t on my list of things to do today,” Tommy said, 
opening the pasture gate. 

“It’s just hard for him,” Sidney acknowledged. 

“| don’t doubt it. Nash’s always been a hard worker.” 

Sidney took off on Bugs, the grey gelding Tommy 
promised was the gentlest mount he had. When he'd 
received the call from Tommy, Sidney had dropped 
everything. He’d meant to tell Nash earlier in the day that 
he’d let his secret slip with Tommy, but the timing hadn’t 
been right. There’d been something comforting in the 


peaceful expression on Nash’s face that Sidney hated to 
ruin. 

Nash had always been the kind of man who enjoyed jobs 
others might think of as chores. To know something as 
simple as painting a damn porch could bring Nash 
happiness made Sidney feel even guiltier about moving him 
to Chicago in the first place. It was definitely a reminder of 
how much Nash had loved him, and hopefully, still did. 

Sidney didn’t know exactly where Nash might have 
ridden to, but he had a pretty good idea. He headed Bugs 
towards the bluff in hopes of making amends. Sidney rode 
for fifteen minutes before realising he’d been so intent on 
finding Nash, he hadn’t been plagued by a single bad 
memory. Maybe focusing on Nash was the trick to relaxing 
on the ranch. 

He surveyed the colourful foliage and sighed. It really 
was beautiful. Too bad his father’s cruelty had spoilt the 
ranch for him. Sidney rode around to the base of the bluff 
and looked up. “Nash,” he yelled, hoping his voice would 
carry to the top. 

“Up here,” Nash returned. 

Sidney gave Bugs a gentle kick. “Let’s go, boy.” Bugs 
took over and eased Sidney up the slope with expert 
precision. He found Nash lying on his back in the grass. 
“Thought you might be up here,” Sidney said, dismounting. 
He pulled the saddlebag off Bugs’ and tying the rein to a 
nearby scrub bush. “Tommy called.” 

Nash shielded the sun from his eyes as he stared up at 
Sidney. “I can’t believe you told him.” 

“I can’t believe you didn’t. | swear it wasn’t on purpose. 
| guess | just assumed he knew.” Sidney dropped down 
beside Nash, setting the food next to him. “I’m sorry. Please 
don’t be mad at me.” 

Nash rolled to his side and propped his head up on his 
hand. “I’m not mad. If | had to pick an emotion, I'd say... 
sad.” 


“Why?” 

“Because | can no longer do the things | enjoy doing. 
Because this place won’t be the same without them,” Nash 
explained. 

Sidney stretched out, mirroring Nash’s position. “And 
I’ve ruined that for you, haven't I?” 

Nash leaned in and gave Sidney a kiss, taking the time 
to sweep the interior of Sidney’s mouth with his tongue. He 
pulled back and stared into Sidney’s eyes. “You didn’t ruin 
anything. Guess I’m finally realising what old feels like.” 

“Tell me why you love this place so much?” Sidney 
asked. 

“Hmm,” Nash said, obviously thinking. “I guess | see the 
best parts of myself when I’m alone with only the animals to 
keep me company.” He sat up before hauling Sidney up 
beside him. “When | look out over the horizon, | see nothing 
but what nature created and entrusted us to maintain. | like 
that.” Nash shrugged. “I feel important here.” 

Sidney felt the sting of tears at the proclamation. “You're 
important to me every second of the day.” 

Nash rubbed Sidney’s back. “I know, but | don’t feel 
important to the world in the city.” 

“We're normal people, Nash. There’s nothing wrong with 
that. It’s definitely nothing to be ashamed of.” 

“Oh, I’m not ashamed of it.” Nash used his free hand to 
smooth Sidney’s hair behind his ears. “You asked me why | 
loved this place, and | told you. | never promised it would 
make sense.” 

“I guess I’m just the opposite. You take pride in keeping 
land as untouched as possible, and | design buildings so a 
piece of me will live on after I’m gone. Who knew we were 
so different. You’d think after all the time we’ve been 
together, we would've realised it by now.” 

Nash tackled Sidney to the ground and gave him 
another of those erotic kisses he loved so much. “I love you, 
Sidney Wilks, and that’s all that really matters in the end.” 


Chapter Eleven 

May 2011 

With Mike already in Kansas City working on the 
construction of the health club, Sidney was busy trying to 
finalise the electrical schematics when his phone rang. 
Sidney let it ring several times while he jotted down a 
number before answering. “Hello?” 

“It’s Nash,” Luke said. 

Sidney’s surroundings faded into blackness as he zeroed 
in on Luke’s voice. Nash. Suddenly Sidney’s throat felt too 
thick to speak or breathe as he dropped his pencil to the 
floor. 

“Listen to me, Sidney. | need you to ask someone to 
drive you to the hospital.” 

It was a Sunday. Everyone else was at home enjoying 
their loved ones, but Sidney had insisted on going into work. 
“There’s no one here,” he managed to get out. He tried to 
take a deep breath, but failed miserably. “Is he,” Sidney 
swallowed, “dead?” 

“No, but it’s bad,” Luke informed him. “I’ll call Bobbi to 
come pick you up, Okay?” 

Sidney felt numb. 

“Promise me you won't try to drive,” Luke demanded. 

“Nash was in such a good mood when | left. He was on 
his way to the nursery to pick up flowers for the front beds,” 
he mumbled, more to himself than Luke. 

“| need to hang up so I can call Bobbi,” Luke told him. 

“No, it'll take too long. l'Il run to the train station. It’ll be 
faster.” Without waiting for a reply, Sidney dropped the 
phone on his drafting table and ran out. 

He had no idea how he got there, but before he knew it, 
he was standing at the train depot out of breath. Sidney sat 
on one of the benches and prayed for a northbound train. 
He buried his face in his hands for several minutes while he 


tried to get himself together. He realised he hadn’t even 
asked Luke what had happened. Had Nash been well 
enough to call someone? Had the neighbours found him 
face first in the petunias? Sidney shook his head, trying to 
dispel the morbid thoughts. He looked up and caught a man 
in a T-shirt and ball cap staring straight at him. 

Sidney jumped to his feet and stormed towards the 
stranger. “You got a fucking problem?” he shouted. 

The man shook his head. “Are you okay? Should | call 
someone?” 

The questions stopped Sidney in his tracks. Without a 
doubt he probably appeared to be a complete lunatic. In the 
span of a few seconds, Sidney went from numb to 
distraught. “My partner’s probably dying and | can’t get 
home,” he cried, collapsing to the stained cement platform. 

“Can | get some help here?” the stranger shouted. 

The stranger and a young man helped him back to the 
bench. “Relax,” the stranger said. “There’s a train coming 
now.” 

Sidney was shaking. Why was he so cold? He made eye 
contact with the man. “He’s everything to me.” 

The man sat down and put a hand on Sidney’s shoulder. 
“I can see that. Is he at the hospital?” 

Sidney nodded. “Lake Forest.” 

“Maybe you should take a cab?” the man suggested. 

Sidney slapped his forehead, hard. Dammit, why 
couldn’t he get his shit together. “I didn’t even think of that. 
| take the train every day.” He rubbed his eyes. “I’m here 
now, l'Il just take the train.” 

“Okay. l'Il get off with you and make sure you get there 
safely. In the meantime, know that your partner is getting 
the best help available.” 

The train slowed to a stop and Sidney got to his feet 
with the man’s help. “What’s your name?” 

“Jeff,” the man replied. 


“I’m Sidney.” With Jeff's assistance, Sidney climbed onto 
the train and let Jeff steer him towards an empty seat. 

“Do you have a pass?” Jeff asked. 

Sidney fumbled in his back pocket for his wallet. He 
handed the entire thing to Jeff, feeling as though he could 
trust the kind stranger. “Are you married?” 

“Me? No. Divorced. | was in Highland Park to watch my 
son play baseball.” 

“It’s a Sunday. | should’ve been home with Nash instead 
of working.” Sidney held onto the back of the seat in front 
as the train took off. “Nash’s had two heart attacks before, 
but he’s been doing so well, | wasn’t expecting it to happen 
again so soon. He’s only fifty-five. Doesn’t seem fair,” 
Sidney mumbled. 

“No, it doesn’t,” Jeff agreed, brandishing Sidney’s Metra 
pass. 

Sidney turned to stare out the window. The mindless 
conversation was going a long way in keeping him calm, but 
he knew it was only a temporary fix. “What do you do for a 
living?” 

“I’m a realtor, not a very successful one, if I’m 
completely honest, but it keeps the child support paid and 
food on the table. What about you?” 

“Im an architect.” Sidney glanced away from the 
window to regard Jeff. “A pretty good one, if | do say so 
myself.” He couldn’t get the image of Nash lying in the front 
yard out of his head. The thought of Nash calling out 
Sidney’s name would probably forever haunt him. Sidney 
doubted he’d ever be able to comfortably leave the house 
again without worrying. 

A thought suddenly occurred to him. He began 
searching his pockets but came up empty. “Do you have a 
phone I can use?” 

“Sure.” Jeff handed Sidney’s wallet back before reaching 
into his front jeans’ pocket. “Here.” 


It took Sidney several moments to remember Ben’s cell 
number, but it eventually came to him. 

“Ben Shriver,” Ben answered. 

“Hey, it’s Sidney.” 

“Bobbi called. Are you okay?” 

“| forgot to lock the office,” Sidney said. “I think my keys 
are on the drafting table. No clue where my phone is, | lost it 
somewhere between work and the train station.” 

“I'll take care of it.” 

“Thanks.” Sidney hung up. “Mind if | make one more to 
check on Nash?” 

“Not at all.” 

Sidney called Luke, hoping he’d heard something. 

“Hello?” Luke answered. 

“Any word?” Sidney asked. 

“Fuck, you had me scared to death. I’ve been trying to 
call you for the last twenty-five minutes.” 

“I lost my phone. Have you heard anything?” 

“Butch said they’re still working on him. Josh picked me 
up. Jessica’s at the house watching Liam and Lucy. Did you 
make the train?” 

“Yeah, thanks to some help.” Sidney smiled at Jeff. 

“We'll be waiting at the depot for you,” Luke informed 
him. 

“Great. | should be there in about two minutes.” Sidney 
hung up the phone and handed it back to Jeff. “Thanks. My 
friends are going to meet me at the depot.” 

Jeff removed a business card from his wallet. “If you 
need anything, give me a call. Even if it’s just someone to 
talk to. | know from experience it isn’t always easy to talk to 
friends when something’s wrong.” 

Sidney handed Jeff one of his own cards in return. “Same 
goes. Maybe we can meet for a beer or something 
sometime.” He looked at Jeff’s card for the first time. “You 
live in Evanston? You should’ve gotten on the southbound 
train.” 


Jeff shrugged. “I saw someone going northbound that 
looked like he could use some help.” 

The train slowed to a stop and Sidney got to his feet and 
held out his hand. “Thanks. You’ve got some good karma 
coming your way.” 

“| could use it,” Jeff replied. 

Sidney climbed off the train and immediately spotted 
Josh’s new minivan. He sent up a wave of acknowledgement 
as he started towards it. “Hey,” he said, climbing into the 
back. 

“Butch just called. Nash is having an emergency 
bypass,” Luke told Sidney. 

The relative calm he’d managed to find on the train 
dissolved in an instant. “Bypass?” 

“Yeah.” 

It was too much for Sidney to fully process, but he 
definitely understood the severity of the situation. “Was he 
home alone when it happened?” he had to ask. 

“No. Thank God. Butch went over to watch the Cubs 
play. AS soon as Nash opened the door, Butch could tell 
something was wrong. Before he could step inside the 
house, Nash collapsed. Luckily, Butch took that CPR course 
after the last heart attack, so he knew what to do.” 

“Did his heart completely stop?” Sidney asked. 

“Once while Butch was there and again in the 
ambulance. He’s not sure what happened after they got 
Nash to the hospital.” Luke reached behind the seat, 
seeking Sidney’s hand. 

Sidney grabbed the lifeline and hung on for the duration 
of the ride. 

Josh pulled up outside the emergency room and put the 
van in park. “Go on in, Sidney, l'Il get Luke.” 

Sidney raced inside to find Butch pacing the waiting 
room. “Anything?” Sidney asked. 

Butch grabbed Sidney and pulled him into his arms. 
“He’s in surgery.” 


“Luke told me.” Sidney held Butch tighter. “Thank you so 
much for being there.” 

“I’ve never been so scared in my life,” Butch confessed. 
“This was different.” 

Sidney broke away and stared up at the big man who 
had once frightened him with his size. It was obvious Butch 
had been crying. Although there were no tears present, the 
rims of Butch’s eyes were red and swollen. “Did the doctor 
tell you what his chances are?” 

“No, he just said surgery was his best shot at surviving 
this one.” Butch moved to the side when Luke wheeled into 
the room. Luke looked up at Butch expectantly, but Butch 
shook his head. 

“Let’s get out of the middle of the room,” Luke said, 
leading them towards the corner. 

“Should | check in with someone?” Sidney asked. 

“Believe me; the volunteer on duty knows exactly who 
lm here for.” Butch glanced at the woman. “I think she’s 
afraid of me.” 

“Show your ass earlier, did you?” Luke asked. 

“Something like that. She kept insisting she couldn’t 
give me information unless | was an immediate family 
member, but she got over that real quick when | told her to 
get the hospital administrator down here.” Butch reached 
for Luke’s hand. “You doing okay?” 

“Yeah.” 

Josh joined them and before he could ask, the three of 
them shook their heads. “Anyone need coffee or anything?” 

“I'll take a coffee,” Butch replied. 

“Sidney?” 

“No thanks. I’ve got enough stomach acid trying to 
come up as it is.” 

“I’m sure they have water,” Josh tried again. 

“Thanks, but I’m okay.” Sidney sat back in the chair and 
crossed his arms. What had started as a beautiful Sunday, 
had progressed into the worst day of Sidney’s life. 


* kK k xk 


Sidney was sleeping fitfully in the chair beside Nash’s 
bed when he felt something ruffle his hair. He opened his 
eyes and sat up to find Nash’s sleepy gaze on him. “Hey,” 
he said, rubbing his eyes. 

Although unable to speak due to the breathing tube, the 
look in Nash’s eyes said everything Sidney needed to hear. 
“| love you, too,” Sidney whispered in Nash’s ear. “Go back 
to sleep. They’re getting ready to kick me out anyway, but | 
wanted to see you before they did.” 

Sidney had listened to the heart monitors for so long, he 
noticed immediately when the beeps began to increase. 
“Shhh, you're going to be fine.” He brushed Nash’s hair 
away from his face. “Dr Morin says you'll probably be ready 
to come home in a week, and until then, lIl set up 
permanent residence here during visiting hours.” 

Sidney leant over the rail and kissed the corner of 
Nash’s mouth, where tape held the tube in place. “JJ and 
Eric are here. They’ll stay at the house with me, so you 
don’t need to worry. Okay?” 

Nash blinked. 

“See, | know you pretty well. Here you are, tubes 
sticking out of you, machines beeping like crazy, and you’re 
worried about me, aren’t you?” Sidney asked. 

Nash blinked again. 

“Well, don’t. Lean on me for a change. | promise | won’t 
let you down.” Sidney gave Nash another kiss. “Sleep, my 
prince, l'Il see you in the morning.” 

* k k OK 

It took two days, but eventually the anaesthetic wore off 
and Nash regained enough strength to breathe on his own. 
There were so many things he’d wanted to say to Sidney 
over the past few days, but his throat was so sore he knew 
it would take more time before he could say them. 


Nash opened his mouth for another spoonful of crushed 
ice. In the meantime he would continue to enjoy Sidney’s 
constant dialogue. There had been a moment when he knew 
he’d never see that smiling face again. He still couldn’t tell 
whether Sidney’s upbeat attitude was real or a show to hide 
his true feelings about what had happened. Either way, 
Nash would be at Sidney’s side for the fallout that was sure 
to come. 

“I called Jeff,” Sidney said, filling the spoon once more. 
“He’s the nice guy | met at the train depot last Sunday.” He 
held the spoon to Nash’s lips. 

Nash took the soothing chips into his mouth and 
continued to listen. 

“Anyway, he wishes you a speedy recovery. | told him I’d 
probably call him in a month or so and maybe we could 
have dinner with him.” 

Nash nodded. He’d like to shake the hand of the man 
who had been there for Sidney when he couldn’t. 

When Sidney lifted another spoon to his lips, Nash shook 
his head, having had enough for the moment. Sidney simply 
smiled and set the cup on the table. “The nurse said they’d 
move you to the cardiac ward either later today or tomorrow 
morning. It’ll be nice to get away from all these beeping 
machines.” 

Nash couldn’t agree more. 

“Be right back. Need to use the restroom.” Sidney gave 
Nash a quick kiss before disappearing. 

It was something Nash had noticed since he'd first 
opened his eyes after the attack and subsequent surgery. 
Sidney was always at his side, constantly touching him, 
either by kissing or holding his hand. More than anything, 
Sidney’s actions told Nash how scared he’d been when he’d 
received the call from Luke. 

Nash wondered if he’d have enough time left to prepare 
Sidney for the inevitable. Even though Dr Morin told him the 
bypass surgery had gone well, Nash knew it was only a 


matter of time before his heart gave out completely. It was 
possible he could live another ten years, but there was no 
doubt he would go, leaving Sidney to face the world without 
him. 

The discussion he’d had with Mike came immediately to 
mind. The last thing Nash wanted to think about was Sidney 
in the arms of another man, but he also didn’t want Sidney 
to mourn alone for the rest of his life. From Mike’s reaction 
that night, it was obvious how much the man loved Sidney. 
If Nash could hand pick another man for Sidney, Mike would 
definitely be at the top of his list. 

“I talked to the nurse,” Sidney said, coming into the 
room. “A bed opened up in the cardiac unit, so as soon as 
they give it a quick spit and polish, you're in.” He kissed 


Nash on the lips before sitting next to him. “lIl have to go 
out later and call Butch. He’s been chomping at the bit to 
see you.” 


Butch. Another person Nash owed his life to. Although 
he was grateful Butch had taken those CPR classes, it was 
his friendship that had made Nash’s life so much richer. He 
vowed to open up to the people around him once he was 
released. They all meant so much to him, but he rarely 
vocalised his feelings for them. That would definitely 
change. Even if it made his friends uncomfortable, they 
needed to know how much Nash appreciated them. As much 
as Nash hated to admit it, Josh was on that list. Not for the 
relationship Josh had with him, but the way Josh had 
welcomed Sidney back into his life with open arms and 
honesty, something the old Josh would never have done. 

“More ice?” Sidney asked, holding up the cup. 

Nash nodded. It wasn’t that he was thirsty, but Sidney 
looked more settled when he had something to do. And from 


here on out, Nash would live every day for Sidney. 
* k x XK 


“There he is,” Butch said, coming into the room. “How’re 
you doing, buddy?” 

“Sore,” Nash managed to say. His throat still felt raw 
from the days of having a tube shoved down it, but it was 
merely irritating at that point. “But lII take it over the 
alternative.” 

Butch chuckled. “I guess that’s right.” He stood beside 
Nash with his arms crossed in front of his chest. 

Nash had become good at reading people’s body 
language over the last few days. Currently, Butch’s body 
was telling Nash he was protecting himself against bad 
news. “Sit down, you’re starting to scare me,” Nash said. 

Butch eventually pulled Sidney’s bedside chair out far 
enough for him to sit in and not be too close. “I called 
Sidney last night and told him to sleep in this morning, that 
I'd be here the moment visiting hours opened.” 

“What aren’t you telling me, Butch?” Nash asked. 

“Luke and | are worried about Sidney. You need to talk to 
him. Get him to at least eat something other than candy 
bars from the vending machine.” 

Although Nash knew Sidney had been putting on a brave 
face for his benefit, he had no idea Sidney hadn’t been 
taking care of himself. “You’re wrong. Sidney leaves the 
room several times a day to go eat. He’s usually gone at 
least an hour each time. A candy bar takes a hell of a lot 
less time than that to eat.” 

Butch leant forward, resting his forearms on his knees, 
and stared at the floor. “He’s been lying to you.” Butch 
sighed. “He doesn’t want you to see him upset, so he goes 
to the chapel and cries.” 

“Twice a day?” Nash questioned. 

“That’s while he’s here at the hospital. Luke and | went 
by the house night before last and found him sitting in the 
dark, crying his eyes out.” Butch looked up at Nash. “Luke 
thinks he needs to see a grief counsellor.” 


The news hit Nash hard. “I’m not dead yet,” he informed 
Butch, feeling as though his friends were giving up on him. 

“No you're not, but I think the full impact of the situation 
has finally sunk in for Sidney and he’s not dealing with it 
very well. He won’t talk to any of us about how he’s feeling, 
and by your reaction, it doesn’t sound like he’s talking to 
you either. Maybe someone specifically trained to help 
people through their grief could really help.” 

Nash took a few minutes to process what Butch had 
said. The thought of Sidney hiding his feelings hurt, and the 
knowledge that he didn’t feel he could come to Nash made 
him angry. But, this wasn’t about Nash, it was about Sidney 
and what was best for him. Nash tried to put his hurt and 
anger aside and focus on Sidney’s needs. “How’re you going 
to talk him into it? Because if | suggest it, he’ll shut me 
down right away. | know him, he’ll think I’m trying to 
prepare him for my death and it'll only make things worse.” 

“I| don’t know, that’s why I’m talking to you. Do you 
think it would be better for Luke to talk to him, or should we 
get everyone together and do some kind of intervention?” 
Butch asked. 

Nash really thought about who would be the best person 
for the job. It would have to be someone Sidney loved and 
respected who he’d feel wasn’t judging him if he sought 
help. “Call Maggie. Of all of us, she’s the one who’s been 
through losing a spouse. | think he might listen to her.” 

* k k OK 

Sidney was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of 
coffee. He had the baseball game on in the family room with 
the volume just loud enough to hear. It wasn’t that he gave 
a shit about baseball, but it tricked him into believing Nash 
was ensconced in his favourite chair watching the game. 

A pair of headlights flashed across the darkened room, 
alerting Sidney to company. He watched through the 


window as Maggie got out of a small silver sedan and 
walked up the front sidewalk. 

Sidney grabbed a tissue from the box on the table and 
dried his eyes. He blew his nose on the way to the front door 
before stuffing the wadded tissue in his pocket. “Maggie! 
Nice to see you,” he said, opening the door. 

Maggie stepped inside and enveloped Sidney in a hug. “l 
was at Josh’s having dinner, and | began to wonder how you 
were doing, so | decided to see for myself.” 

“I’m fine, you didn’t need to come over.” Sidney led 
Maggie into the house, turning on lights as he went. He 
realised it probably looked weird to her, so he decided to tell 
a little white lie to ease her mind. “When it’s just me here, | 
rarely have the lights on. No sense in wasting electricity 
when | can only be in one room at a time anyway. | was 
getting ready to make another pot of coffee, would you care 
for some?” 

“That sounds nice,” Maggie said, following Sidney. 

Sidney turned the kitchen light on and started making a 
full pot of coffee. “So, how’s my godson? It’s been a while 
since I’ve been over.” 

“Growing like a weed.” Maggie set her purse on the 
island before taking a seat on one of the barstools. “Josh is 
the one | can’t get over. The changes in him over the last 
few years are nothing short of remarkable. Alan would’ve 
been so proud to see him with Liam.” 

Mention of Alan was the opening Sidney needed. “Can | 
ask you something?” 

“Sure, you can ask me anything.” 

“Where’d you find your strength after Alan died? 
Because even though Nash is still with me, | feel like I’ve 
been completely drained of hope.” It wasn’t an easy thing to 
admit, and he wouldn’t have if it had been anyone else 
sitting in front of him. 

Maggie tilted her head to the side. “Well, first of all, | 
hear the game on in the other room. | did the same thing for 


the first couple of weeks. Each day | made a conscious 
decision to turn the volume down just a tad. Eventually, | 
got used to the quiet and was able to leave the TV off unless 
there was something in particular | wanted to watch.” 
Maggie reached for Sidney’s hand. “Your situation is 
different. I’m not about to sit here and say you’re luckier 
than | was, because whether someone you love dies 
suddenly or slowly over time, it’s still devastating.” 

“I have to keep reminding myself that he’s not dead. He 
may not be here, but with God’s help, lIl see him in the 
morning,” he said, trying to put into words how he felt. 

“Then you should focus on seeing him in the morning. 
And before long, he’ll be back to sleeping beside you.” 

“What would you have done if you’d had a warning of 
Alan’s death?” 

Maggie grinned. “I’d have given him the one thing he 
always wanted but never got,” she said. 

“And what was that?” Sidney asked out of curiosity. 

“Pamela Anderson.” 

Sidney couldn’t help but laugh. “Liar.” 

“Maybe,” Maggie conceded. “Honestly, | don’t know that 
| would have done anything different. | always tried to make 
a point of telling Alan how much | loved and appreciated 
him, and he did the same for me. | think in the end, that’s 
the biggest gift you can give someone, don’t you?” 

“Yeah.” Sidney retrieved his cup from the table and got 
another down for Maggie. “I’ve been feeling really guilty 
lately, more so after Nash’s heart attack.” 

“About what, baby?” Maggie asked, true concern in her 
voice. 

“He gave up everything he loved to follow me here. Now 
that our future together is so questionable, | wonder if | 
should give him back the life | stole.” 

“You didn’t steal anything.” Maggie climbed down from 
the stool and walked around the island to stand in front of 


Sidney. “Alan wanted to be a professional baseball player. 
Did you know that?” 

Sidney shook his head. 

“It would’ve meant years in the minor leagues before he 
even hoped to move up to the majors, but he was ready to 
try, until | became pregnant with Peter. It didn’t take long for 
him to realise having a wife and child at home while he was 
on the road most of the year wouldn’t work. So he gave up 
his dream. Now let me ask you this, do you think if he knew 
he was going to drop dead of a heart attack on March third 
of 2002, he would have given up me and the boys for the 
life of a baseball player?” 

“No,” Sidney mumbled. 

“Dreams change. Just like you and Nash have changed 
over the years. Yes, Nash gave up a life he loved to follow 
you to Chicago, but | don’t think he regrets it for a second. 
And if you asked him, | bet he’d tell you the exact same 
thing.” 

“I never thought of it that way,” Sidney confessed. 
“Thanks.” 

“You're welcome.” Maggie kissed Sidney’s cheek. She 
studied him for several moments before nodding. “You'll be 
fine.” 

“I hope so.” 

“Remember one thing. | don’t think it’s possible for you 
to give that man anything more than you've already given 
him. The way the two of you love each other is an 
inspiration. Look at all the people around you who have 
taken a chance and fallen in love. That didn’t all happen by 
accident. They were shown, first hand, what true love could 
be and decided they wanted that for themselves. If nothing 
else, be proud of that.” 

Sidney took a deep, calming breath, probably the first 
one he’d taken in a week. “I love you, Maggie.” 

“l'm an old woman who doesn’t know how to keep her 
opinions to herself. Your friends are every bit as worried 


” 


about you as they are Nash, so do everyone a favour and 
stop sitting alone in the dark. You don’t have to perceive the 
future as five or ten years from now. Tomorrow is the future. 
Ask God for that each day and slowly you'll begin to 
understand how important each day can be.” 


Chapter Twelve 
July 2011 

“Where the hell are you taking me? This traffic is crazy. 
Are we going to be home in time for fireworks?” Nash asked, 
fidgeting in the passenger seat. 

“I’m not telling you, and, yes, we’ll probably be back in 
time for fireworks,” Sidney replied, keeping his attention on 
the road. 

Nash knew Sidney had something up his sleeve. He’d 
been incredibly secretive the last week or so, it completely 
out of character since Nash had been released from the 
hospital. At least Nash had finally convinced Sidney to go 
back to work, although they were still arguing about when 
Nash should return to the garage. 

When they passed a road sign informing them that 
Milwaukee was forty-two miles away, Nash started to worry. 
“What’s in Milwaukee?” 

“| don’t know. | don’t think I’ve ever been there,” Sidney 
answered. 

Sidney took the exit off 194. “Is this a leisurely drive or is 
there a destination in mind?” 

“God, you are so hard to surprise. Would you just look 
out the window and enjoy the trip?” Sidney continued to 
mutter under his breath, clearly annoyed. 

Nash tried to keep quiet. They drove another eight miles 
or so before Sidney turned down a gravel road. “No wonder 
you wanted to take my truck,” Nash mumbled, wincing 
every time a rock pinged against the shiny black paint job. 

Sidney turned his head and gave Nash a narrow-eyed 
glance. “We’re almost there.” 

At the end of the road was a house in dire need of repair. 
“This is it? This is what you drove me all the way out here to 
see?” 


Sidney pulled up in front of the house and put the truck 
in park. “Get out or l'Il push you out,” he grumbled, turning 
off the engine. He climbed out without another word, 
obviously waiting for Nash to follow. 

Nash got out and joined Sidney in front of the house. 
“Now what?” 

Sidney gestured to the lopsided front porch. “The way | 
figure it, it’ll cost around a hundred grand to get this place 
looking like new.” 

“I'd say you're low-balling it and | haven’t even seen the 
inside.” 

Sidney stomped his foot, sending a cloud of dust into 
the evening sunlight. “Would you stop it. | worked very hard 
on finding just the right place.” 

“Place for what?” Nash asked. 

Sidney harrumphed and unlocked the front door. “Come 
inside and l'II tell you,” he said, waving Nash in. 

At one storey, the interior of the house was only around 
fifteen hundred square feet, much smaller than their house 
in Lake Forest, but Nash had to admit, he could see the 
potential. “You planning on buying this place?” 

“No, | plan on us buying this place. You haven’t even 
begun to see the best parts.” He led Nash to the back of the 
house and opened the door that led off a small, enclosed 
porch. “Do you see what | see?” 

Nash’s jaw dropped. In the distance stood a small shed 
that was little more than a rotted pile of timber, but that’s 
not what drew Nash’s appreciation. “It’s spectacular,” he 
said, admiring the view. 

Nash took off down the gentle slope that led to a lake. 
Surrounded by a soaring mix of juniper and hardwood trees, 
he could only imagine what the view would look like in the 
fall. “How much land?” 

“Only twenty-six acres, but everything else you can see 
from here is park land. Meaning, nothing will ever obstruct 
the view,” Sidney announced, pride in his voice. “I think it’s 


big enough to build a small stable, maybe we could get a 
horse or two.” 

“You're seriously considering buying this place?” Nash 
knew why Sidney was interested, but he refused to let 
Sidney uproot himself and move away from his friends to 
give Nash a piece of the country. 

“What about our friends? Can you really imagine moving 
away from Luke and Lucy?” 

“No, to be honest, | might go a little insane without 
them, but that’s the best part.” Sidney turned and pointed 
off towards the east. “The land next door is for sale. It 
doesn’t have a house or anything, and to be honest, the 
view isn’t quite as good as ours, but its forty acres at a price 
that can’t be beat.” 

“So what’re you thinking? There’s no way Butch is going 
to commute to Lake Forest every day,” Nash argued. 

“You're right, which is why Luke is trying to talk him into 
taking early retirement.” 

Nash took a step back and held his hands in front of 
him. “Stop, it’s too much. | appreciate the thought, but | 
can’t ask the most important people in my life to drop 
everything just so | can move to the country.” 

“But you’re not. Luke only goes into work a couple times 
a week. | talked it over with Ben and he agrees that as long 
as | can still work from home, I don’t need to go in every day 
either. Luke can ride with me to the nearest Metra station 
and we can take the train where we need to go. And since 
Butch is nearing retirement age anyway, it would be nice for 
him to have the chance to spend more time with Lucy. It’s a 
win-win for everyone.” 

“And what do you expect Butch and me to do all day?” 
Nash asked. 

“Anything you want as long as Butch keeps an eye on 
Lucy until she’s ready for school. Maybe you could work on 
cars, or restore one. Go fishing, ride horses, do | need to go 
on? You know the two of you could sit on the porch all day 


and be perfectly content, so I’m not sure what the big deal 
is.” 

“The big deal is I’m not ready to die, and it feels like 
everyone’s willing to change their entire lives so | can have 
my last wish fulfilled.” There, he’d said it. Nash turned and 
started walking to the truck. He got in the passenger seat 
without waiting for Sidney to follow. 

Several minutes later, Sidney climbed in behind the 
wheel. 

Before he could say anything, Nash held his hand up. “I 
don’t want to talk about this anymore.” 

The drive to Lake Forest seemed to take forever, but in 
actuality, probably less than an hour. 

“Just drop me by the house. I’m not in the mood for 
fireworks right now.” 

When they reached their home, Sidney put the truck in 
park but didn’t bother to turn off the engine. “lIl be home 
later. I’ve got a lot of friends who are expecting me to 
celebrate the Fourth with them.” 

“Fine. Have a good time talking about me behind my 
back,” Nash said, slamming the door shut. 

* k x x 

By the time Sidney pulled in front of Peter and Bobbi’s 
house, he was mad, confused and sad all rolled into one. He 
followed his partner’s earlier behaviour and slammed the 
door of Nash’s precious truck. 

He went around to the side of the house and let himself 
in through the gate. The moment he rounded the corner, his 
friends stared at him with expectant expressions on their 
faces. Sidney shook his head and opened the nearest cooler 
he knew would contain beer. He wasn’t usually a beer 
drinker, but anything to numb the pain sounded good to 
him. 

“Where’s Nash?” Butch asked. 


“Sitting at home by himself, mad as hell at me for trying 
to do something special for him,” Sidney replied. 

“Shit.” Butch bent over and grabbed a bottle of beer for 
himself. “What’s his problem, did he say?” 

Sidney went on to tell Butch the entire conversation, 
including Nash’s reaction. When he was finished, he put the 
bottle to his lips and tilted his head back, drinking as much 
of the beer as he could in one breath. 

“Luke wants me to retire?” Butch asked. 

Fuck! “I\'m sorry, | thought the two of you had talked 
about it.” Sidney could have kicked himself. He was 
screwing up left and right. He chanced a look at Butch and 
was surprised to see him grinning from ear to ear. 

“What?” 

“| love the idea of retiring.” He held out his hands. 
Although huge and obviously still strong, Butch’s scarred 
hands were starting to show signs of the wear and tear he’d 
put them through over the years. “And the idea of raising 
Lucy in the country appeals to me even more.” Without 
another word to Sidney, Butch tossed his empty bottle into 
the nearest bin and took off, heading straight for Luke. 

Why couldn’t Nash have responded like that? Sidney 
finished his beer before going in search of something to eat. 
He was nearly back up to his normal weight after all the 
pounds he’d lost when Nash was sick, and he had a 
hankering for a big slice of Maggie’s apple pie with some of 
Bobbi’s homemade cinnamon-vanilla ice cream. 

Bobbi caught up with him in the kitchen and hugged him 
from behind. “Would you really be willing to move away 
from us?” 

Sidney paused in the process of slicing a piece of pie. 
“It’s an hour away, not like I’m moving to LA or something.” 
He placed the pie on his plate before licking his thumb. “To 
be honest, | feel like shit for not thinking of it years ago. It 
wasn’t until | started talking to Jeff, my friend from the train, 


that | realised Kansas isn’t the only place where Nash could 
own a piece of land.” 

“Then you should do it,” Bobbi agreed. 

“Yeah, well Nash doesn’t, and he informed me in no 
uncertain terms that he didn’t want to discuss it again.” He 
turned around and held up his plate. “Don’t suppose there’s 
any ice cream left, is there?” 

“You're in luck,” Bobbi said with a wink. 

“Glad I’m lucky in something today,” he mumbled, 
following Bobbi outside. 

* k k OK 

Nash had expected Butch to turn up on his doorstep, so 
he wasn’t at all surprised to see him standing there. He 
turned and walked into the house. “Did Sidney send you 
here to talk some sense into me?” 

“Honestly?” Butch asked. 

“| wouldn’t expect anything less from you.” 

“No, | doubt Sidney even knows | left the party.” Butch 
sat down on the sofa across from Nash. “But, he did tell me 
that you’re planning on ruining my retirement plans.” 

“Don’t feed me that line of bullshit. You love working for 
Mac.” Nash leaned the recliner back, putting his feet up. 

“True, but | love spending time with Luke and Lucy even 
more. I’m sixty-two years old. Do you honestly think you’re 
the only one who worries about dying? | want every second | 
have left with them to count, because no matter how long 
that’ll be, it’ll never be enough.” 

“When | was in the hospital, | promised myself I’d start 
preparing Sidney for the day I’m no longer with him. Moving 
our asses to the middle of nowhere isn’t the way to do that. 
What happens when I’m gone?” 

“You forget, I’m from this area, | know exactly how far 
away the house and land are, and it’s not the middle of 
nowhere. So stop using that as an excuse. Besides, if the 


day comes and you’re no longer with us, Sidney can sell the 
house and move back to the city if that’s what he wants.” 

“| love the property, can’t say much for the house right 
now, but | agree it could be fixed up. The problem is Sidney. 
| don’t want him moving out there just because he knows I'd 
love it.” Nash absently rubbed the scar hidden under his T- 
Shirt. 

“Why the hell shouldn’t he give up something for you? 
Lord knows you've given up enough for him. And don’t think 
for a minute that I’m the only one who realises that. A lot of 
Sidney’s decision has to do with guilt, | saw it in his eyes 
when he told me about the argument the two of you had 
today. Would you rather go to your grave knowing Sidney 
would continue to feel guilty until the day he died? Cuz we 
both know he would, he’s that kind of guy.” 

“Mike’ll be around,” Nash mumbled. “I doubt Sidney will 
mourn long before he swoops in to sweep Sidney off his 
feet.” 

“| don’t think so. Sidney told Luke he thought Mike was 
seeing someone in Kansas City.” 

“Won't last. Mike told me he was in love with Sidney 
years ago, and at last check, that hadn’t changed.” 

“I’m not so sure, but that’s beside the point.” 

“The point being that | should help rid Sidney of his 
guilt,” Nash surmised. 

“Exactly,” Nash agreed. “And the only way to do that is 
to give the man what he’s asking for.” 

Nash grinned. “You really want to move, don’t you?” 

“Does it show?” Butch chuckled. “Hell, I’m not above 
anything to get what | want, and right now | want to build 
me a log cabin and teach Lucy how to plant a garden.” 

There was no way Nash would win against Luke, Sidney 
and Butch, moreover, he wasn’t sure he wanted to. “Guess 


we'll be moving then.” 
* k k Ok 


October 2011 

Nash finished inspecting the new deck and walked back 
into the house. “Deck looks good.” 

“Yeah, they did a great job,” Sidney agreed. Busy 
staining the soon-to-be installed trim boards, he didn’t 
bother to turn around when he said it. 

Nash took the opportunity to watch Sidney’s ass as it 
moved with each stroke of the brush. Whether it was the 
fresh country air or the fact that he felt better than he had 
in years, Nash didn’t know, but he’d thought of little except 
sex for most of the afternoon. The longer he watched, the 
more excited he became. When he felt a rare stirring in his 
jeans, he knew it was time to act on it or go without for who 
knew how long. “Did we bring that box from the bathroom 
with us?” 

“Which one?” Sidney asked. 

“The stuff from the medicine cabinet.” The closer the 
house got to completion, the more of their belongings they 
brought up with them on their weekend trips. 

Sidney set the brush in the shallow pan and turned 
around. “Are you feeling okay?” 

Nash shook his head. “Not really,” he said, deciding to 
tease Sidney. “Did we bring that box or not?” 

“Yeah, | think so, but it doesn’t have any of your 
medicine in it. What’re you wanting?” 

Nash ran a hand down the front of his jeans, drawing 
Sidney’s attention to the hardening bulge. “The lube.” 

Sidney’s eyes rounded. “Oh, shit.” He spun around and 
ran towards the master bedroom. 

Feeling like he did in his younger days, Nash followed 
Sidney into the bedroom. All they had was a plastic-encased 
mattress on the floor, but it would work for what Nash had 
in mind. Ooh, an idea struck him. “Hey, see if we have any 
massage or baby oil.” 

Sidney stuck his head out the bathroom doorway. “Are 
you kidding? Do you know how long it’s been since you’ve 


given me a massage? Even if | used to have some, it’d be 
rancid by now.” 

“Stop. What about baby oil?” Nash asked. 

“Last time | checked we didn’t have a baby. However, | 
did find this,” Sidney said, holding up a small tube of lube. 
Not sure how old it is, but I’m willing to take the chance.” He 
stepped away from the door completely naked, much to 
Nash’s surprise. 

“Oh, hell,” Nash said, trying to get out of his jeans. 

“It’s not a race,” Sidney said, pulling Nash’s sneakers 
off. 

Nash kicked out of his pants and ripped his shirt off over 
his head. “The way I’ve been lately, it very well could be a 
race.” He reached down to check that his cock was still hard 
enough to do all the things to Sidney he’d been dreaming 
about. “Get that ass over here.” 

Sidney jumped on the mattress and presented his ass to 
Nash. “How’s that?” 

Nash stared at the naturally tanned skin of Sidney’s ass 
and licked his lips. He grabbed the lube and applied a 
generous amount to Sidney’s hole. “No finesse,” Nash said, 
slowly pushing in a finger. 

“I’ve got no use for finesse right now, so just do it,” 
Sidney replied over his shoulder. 

Nash sawed in and out of Sidney’s hole several times 
before inserting another finger. “Still okay?” 

“Less talking, more fucking,” Sidney growled. 

Nash grinned. Although Sidney had done a fantastic job 
of hiding his unfulfilled desires, he’d never fooled Nash. Now 
that he had a chance to fill Sidney with something other 
than a piece of lifeless silicone, he didn’t plan to waste it. 
After withdrawing his fingers, he laid flat on the mattress 
and reached for the lube. “You'll have to ride me,” he said, 
applying more slick to his cock. 

Sidney stood and moved to straddle Nash’s hips. “No 
finesse, right?” 


“Go to town,” Nash said, giving Sidney permission to 
grab what he could while the erection lasted. 

Sidney lowered himself and Nash lined the tip of his 
cock up to the stretched hole. As Sidney slowly impaled 
himself, he dropped his head back on a long, deep moan. 
“So worth waiting for.” 

Nash wrapped his hand around Sidney’s cock, hoping to 
help things along. When Sidney sank down to fully sit on 
Nash’s groin, the hairs on Nash’s neck stood on end. Nash’s 
body gave an involuntary shiver as Sidney started to ride up 
and down on his cock. 

“Too long,” Nash moaned. There were times when Nash 
wondered if he’d ever get another chance to bury himself 
inside Sidney’s ass, and here it was not even his birthday. 

Sidney started to brace his hands on Nash’s chest but 
stopped himself just in time. Although the long scar down 
the centre of Nash’s chest was fully healed, Dr Morin had 
told him not to do anything that would apply pressure for at 
least several more months. 

Seeing Sidney’s dilemma, Nash reached up and 
captured Sidney’s hands in his. “Lean on me,” he whispered. 

“I always have.” Sidney threaded his fingers through 
Nash’s and used the added support to increase his speed. 
“I’m not as young as | used to be, my legs are getting tired.” 

“Give me another minute and you can stop,” Nash said, 
a chuckle in his voice. It was hard to look at Sidney and 
realise he’d soon turn forty-seven. Where had the time 
gone? 

“Uhhh,” Sidney grunted and pulled one of his hands 
away from Nash to wrap around his own cock. “I’m coming,” 
he cried when the first strand landed on Nash’s stomach. 

“Right behind you.” Nash bucked up hard, slapping 
against Sidney’s ass just as he climaxed. His cock throbbed, 
his body jerking with each shot of seed. “Oh, fuck,” he 
panted. His heart was racing, but it was a good feeling to 
know he still had a few good fucks in him. 


Sidney collapsed beside Nash and squirmed into his 
arms. The two of them didn’t talk for several minutes as 
they both fought to catch their breath. Eventually, Sidney 
leaned over Nash and kissed his scar. “That was good, 
sweetheart.” 

“Yeah,” Nash agreed, a big smile on his face and in his 
heart. 

x kx x OX 

November 2011 

“We're building an addition this spring,” Nash whispered 
in Sidney’s ear as a horde of kids ran past them. 

“Okay, but | like the togetherness,” Sidney replied. 

“I’m all for togetherness, but the Ballentine family just 
keeps getting bigger. Before you know it, those kids are 
gonna start having kids. They’re like damn rabbits.” 

Sidney smiled up at Nash. It was nice to hear Nash 
thinking about the future again instead of being mired in 
self-pity. “Then, | guess we'd better build a room to hold 
everyone, because | don’t plan on giving up Thanksgiving 
again. I’ve already called dibs on the next thirty years. After 
that, someone else can have a go at it.” 

The front door opened and Josh, Jessica and Liam 
entered the house. 

“Damn, | didn’t realise you lived on a gravel road or I'd 
have drove the minivan,” Josh complained. 

“Shut up and hand me my godson.” Sidney clapped his 
hands and invited Liam into his arms. “Come here, you 
handsome devil.” 

Liam turned away from Josh and wrapped his arms 
around Sidney’s neck. “You want to help Uncle Sidney in the 
kitchen?” 

“Why can’t you be a normal uncle and teach him to play 
baseball or something?” Josh asked. 

“Because we're special, aren’t we, Liam?” Sidney 
narrowed his eyes and stared at Josh. “Anyone can play 


baseball, but it takes a special person to make a great 
pecan pie.” He bounced Liam on his hip and walked into the 
kitchen. “How’s everything doing?” 

J) pointed towards the huge pot of potatoes. “We've still 
got another ten pounds to peel. Eric and I’ve decided next 
year we're fixing instant.” 

“Sacrilege,” Sidney gasped. 

“Yeah, you say that, but when’s the last time you peeled 
Thanksgiving potatoes?” Eric complained. 

Sidney settled Liam in a chair beside his uncle Eric. 
“Hmm, let’s see. Every year | make the turkey, the ham, the 
pies, the green bean casserole and the candied yams, and 
you make...oh, that’s right, you don’t make anything, which 
is why you’re always on potato duty.” 

“Your brother’s an ass,” Eric told JJ. 

“Yeah, but he did introduce us and he does let us stay 
here whenever we're in town,” JJ countered, placing another 
potato in the pan. 

Sidney lifted the top off the cookie jar and handed Liam 
one of his special sugar cookies. “Don’t let your daddy see 
you eating that.” 

“What do you have, Liam?” Maggie asked, coming into 
the kitchen. She bent down and took a bite of the cookie 
Liam held out for her. “Mmm, those are good.” She kissed 
Liam’s forehead before turning towards Sidney. “Can | have 
one of those?” 

“It'll spoil your dinner,” he said, with a shake of his 
finger. 

“You're not the boss of me.” Maggie stuck the entire 
cookie into her mouth. 

Shocked, Sidney burst out laughing. “Oh my God, | can’t 
believe you just did that.” 

Maggie covered her mouth with her hand as she worked 
to chew and swallow the cookie. “Honey, | may be seventy- 
six, but I still have a few surprises left in me.” 


Sidney reached out and pulled Maggie into his arms. “l 
hope that never changes, Maggie.” 

Maggie stepped back and stared Sidney in the eyes. 
“How're you doing?” 

Sidney glanced over at JJ and Eric. They were still busy 
grumbling about peeling potatoes. “It’s better. Nash keeps 
getting stronger all the time. His doctor is happy with the 
Surgery results.” He shrugged. “Who knows, he may outlive 
us all.” 

“I think you made the right decision moving out here. 
Nash seems happier than I’ve seen him in years,” Maggie 
said. 

“Honestly? | think we both are. | enjoyed living in Lake 
Forest, but | didn’t realise how busy | was all the time. | 
actually read a book last weekend. | can’t remember the last 
time | settled down long enough to do that.” 

“Then enjoy this time of your lives together.” 

“We will,” Sidney said as a potato peel flew across the 
room and smacked him in the cheek. He cleared his throat 
and turned to look at the table of innocent faces. 

“Liam did it,” JJ said. 

“Pow!” Liam shouted, throwing another one. Fortunately 
for Liam, the peeling landed a foot away on the floor. 

“Something tells me Liam doesn’t quite have the arm 
you’re accusing him of.” Sidney walked over and leaned on 
the table. “You know, keep this up, and | might decide to 
add another five pounds of potatoes next year.” 

“You go on and do what you need to do,” Maggie said, 
taking a seat at the table. “l'Il babysit these boys.” 

“Don’t let ‘em give you any guff, Maggie,” Sidney told 
her, picking the peelings up from the floor. 

“They wouldn’t dare,” she replied, crossing her arms 
over her chest. 

Sidney couldn’t help but smile as all three boys sat up a 
little straighter. He doubted Maggie weighed over a hundred 


and ten pounds, yet she still had full command of the family. 
Just the way it should be, he thought. 
* k k OK 

After the second round of food had been eaten and the 
dishes done, Sidney escaped to the back deck. He took a 
deep breath of the cold country air and stared out over the 
view. Although the leaves had long ago dropped to the 
ground, Sidney had taken a million pictures to document 
their change, much like the changes his life had undergone. 

It still amazed him that he owned such a beautiful piece 
of the planet. Legally, the Running E was his, but it had 
never felt welcoming like this spot did. He’d wanted to move 
for Nash’s sake, but he’d come to realise it was the best 
decision for both of them, and that alone brought him 
comfort. 

No one, including the doctors, knew how much time he’d 
have with Nash, but the slower pace of their lives recently 
lent itself to quality over quantity, something Sidney 
appreciated more every day. 

“Thought | might find you out here,” Nash said, 
wrapping his arms around Sidney from behind. 

Sidney leant into Nash’s embrace. “It truly is 
spectacular.” 

“That it is,” Nash agreed. 

“We should probably go back inside to our guests,” 
Sidney reluctantly stated. 

“They’re not guests. They’re family. And they’re fine,” 
Nash whispered in Sidney’s ear just before kissing it. 

“| find it surreal that I’m here, looking out over all this 
land with you. Who would’ve thought our lives would so 
joyously come full circle like it has?” Sidney gazed up at 
Nash. “Every time | come home and drive up to the front 
porch, | remember what you did for me the day of my 
mom’s funeral. You know you did more than save me from a 
beating, you gave me someone to believe in.” 


Nash kissed Sidney’s temple. “We’ve had quite a life 
together, that’s for sure.” 

“I was thinking about it today, and do you realise we’ve 
spent twenty-seven Thanksgivings as a couple?” Sidney 
asked. 

“Really?” Nash questioned. “Il guess that deserves a 
little honesty on my part.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” As far as Sidney knew 
they’d stopped keeping secrets from each other years 
earlier. 

“| don’t really like your pecan pie.” 

Sidney broke away and turned around to face Nash. 
“You're lying.” 

“Nope, sorry.” 

“What’s not to like?” Hell, everyone raved about his pie. 
Sidney crossed his arms and shivered with cold. “You're just 
yanking my chain, right?” 

Nash pulled Sidney back into his arms. “The flavour’s 
okay, but you put too many pecans in it. | like the pecans on 
top and the mushy stuff underneath.” 

It was only a stupid pie, so why did it bother Sidney so 
much? “Why didn’t you tell me that twenty-five years ago?” 

“|I guess because | always loved the fact that you made 
one for me in the first place. Besides, it was a nice reminder 
every year that you aren’t completely perfect,” Nash said, a 
big grin on his face. 

Sidney resettled against Nash. He thought of all the 
screw-ups he’d made over the years, and realised what he 
loved most about Nash was his forgiving heart. Of course, it 
didn’t hurt that Nash had made his fair share of mistakes, 
too. But as he stood in Nash’s arms, he was glad he’d been 
given the chance to find out what true love really meant. It 
wasn’t the mistakes, or the occasional lies to save a loved 
one’s feelings, it was forgiving and moving on with their 
lives together. It was about waking up each morning 
knowing the one person who would always have your back 


was asleep at your side. Most importantly, in Sidney’s 
opinion, it was finding a path through life that two people 
could happily travel together. 

“What? No comeback?” 

Sidney sighed. “I guess if all that stands between me 
and total perfection is a pie, | can live with that.” 

Nash chuckled. “It’s getting cold out here. We should 
probably go in and rejoin the party.” 

“Yeah,” Sidney mumbled, his face pressed against Nash. 
He eventually pulled away and started for the house, but 
Nash grabbed him before he could open the door. 

“Happy Thanksgiving, babe.” 

“May we have many more together,” Sidney whispered. 

They walked into the house together, embracing the 
warmth of family and friends. The noise level was 
unbelievable, but it made Sidney smile. He was lucky. 
Although he’d started out life as an only child with an 
abusive father and a sick mother, he knew in his heart he 
would end it surrounded by a family he loved and who loved 
him in return. 

He turned and closed the door, truly understanding the 
meaning of the holiday. 
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Aaron Ellis stared at the blinking cursor next to his bank 
account balance. It was one of the few things he used his 
computer for besides the occasional evening of watching 
free porn. The four-year old machine had been a splurge 
when he’d first returned from Afghanistan. Although 
refurbished, the computer had seen him through the first six 
months of his life after he was discharged from the Army. 

He glanced around the minimally furnished, one- 
bedroom apartment. It had taken a leap-of-faith to move out 
of the garage apartment loaned to him by Matt Jeffries and 
into the newly constructed apartment building at the edge 
of town. When he’d first moved to Cattle Valley, he wasn’t 
expecting to stay long, but over time, he’d started to build 
relationships with the men at the fire station and his 
therapist, Dr Pritchard. 

The account balance in front of him would barely cover 
the cost of the purchase he had in mind. To make it worse, it 
was an unnecessary extravagance. 

The intricately carved headboard he’d spied through the 
window of Falling Limb Creations would eat away the rest of 
his meagre savings, but he hadn’t been able to think of 
anything else for three weeks. Since the moment he’d first 
spotted the handmade headboard, he’d made it a point to 
go by the store every chance he got to make sure no one 
else had bought it. He hadn’t allowed himself the luxury of 
going inside the shop. The thought of touching the soft- 
looking wood and not being able to own it was too much. 


The responsible thing would be to wait until he saved 
enough to leave the cushion in his account that his 
grandmother had always insisted on. Aaron groaned as he 
ran his fingers through his short blond hair. Responsible, 
was a label he’d been stuck with since the death of his 
parents when he was sixteen. Under the supervision of child 
services, Aaron had not only made funeral arrangements, 
but he’d been the one to pack up his family’s belongings 
and arrange for the sale of the house his mother and father 
had purchased only ten years earlier. 

With enough money to help with bills and college, Aaron 
had left Virginia to live with his only living relative, his 
Grandma Alice, in Urbana, Ohio. Life had been bearable for 
the first year, but one catastrophe after another had quickly 
eaten away Aaron’s savings. It wasn’t his grandma’s fault. 
At seventy-eight, Alice hadn’t been in good health when 
she'd been left with the task of raising Aaron. A series of 
strokes had left his grandma bed-ridden and in need of 
medical attention that her social security didn’t quite cover. 
Add in constant maintenance of her two-hundred-year old 
farmhouse and it didn’t take long to deplete Aaron’s college 
money. 

lm gonna do it, he thought and powered down his 
computer. For seven years, he’d done what he’d had to do. 
It was time he did what he wanted to do. Aaron grabbed his 
coat from off the back of the kitchen chair and left the 
apartment before he could talk himself out of it. 

It was a quick five-minute drive to downtown Cattle 
Valley, and before he knew it he’d parked in front of Falling 
Limb Creations. His heart sank as he stepped up to the front 
display window only to find out the headboard was gone. 
Aaron’s chest tightened as he realised he’d waited too long. 
It was just a piece of furniture, he tried to tell himself. So 
why did it feel like so much more? 

A knock on the glass startled him, causing Aaron to drop 
his keys to the sidewalk. He bent and picked them up before 


coming face to face with Deacon McConnell. Although he’d 
never officially met Deacon, his co-worker, Luke, often 
talked of his new friend. Deacon motioned Aaron inside 
before walking away. 

Aaron shoved his keys into his pocket before opening 
the shop door. A small set of brass bells strung over the 
entrance welcomed Aaron into the amazing store. 

“It’s not there,” Deacon said, leaning heavily on his 
cane. 

“I see that,” Aaron acknowledged. 

Deacon stared at Aaron for several moments before 
nodding. “Come with me.” 

Aaron hesitated, but eventually followed Deacon to the 
back of the store into what appeared to be the workroom. 
The smell of wood wrapped around Aaron like a warm 
blanket, reminding him of the years spent chopping wood 
with his dad in Virginia. 

“I’ve seen you admiring this, so | thought I’d put it back 
for you,” Deacon said, lifting a drop cloth off the coveted 
headboard. 

Aaron reached out and touched the bluebells and violas 
carved into the woodland scene. “I can’t believe you did this 
for me,” he replied, without taking his eyes off the 
headboard. “How’d you know I’d decide to buy it?” 

Deacon stepped up beside Aaron. “I saw it in your face 
the first time | noticed you admiring it. When you came back 
almost every other day, | figured you’d eventually be in. 
Turns out | was right.” 

“It reminds me of my childhood in Virginia. 
traced each flower with his fingertips. 

“| grew up in West Virginia. | originally carved this piece 
for my bedroom, but that was before | bought the store and 
decided to live upstairs. Unfortunately, | don’t have room for 
a king-size bed up there, so | had little choice but to sell it.” 
Deacon leaned closer to a relief of a buttercup and picked at 


” 


Aaron 


it. “To be honest, it’s not my best work, but I’ve learned a 
few things.” 

“It’s perfect,” Aaron said. The headboard was even more 
beautiful than it had appeared through the window, and he 
was determined to have it no matter what. “Is it still on sale 
for twelve ninety-nine?” 

Deacon shook his head. “Sorry.” 

Aaron’s hopes began to fade. 

“It wasn’t selling so I’ve lowered the price to nine ninety- 
nine. | could give it to you for seventy-five less if you don’t 
need the bed frame.” 

Before Aaron knew what he was doing, he’d pressed 
himself against the piece of furniture, enveloping the 
inanimate object in a semi-hug. “I'll take it.” 

“IUII be tomorrow before | can have it delivered, unless 
you want to take it with you,” Deacon told him. 

Aaron cleared his throat and released his hold on the 
headboard. “I'll be on shift tomorrow, but I'll be home 
Thursday.” 

“Thursday it is.” Deacon held out the drop cloth. “Help 
me cover it back up. l'Il be working in here between now 
and Thursday.” 

Aaron took a long last look before settling the material 
over his new bed. He turned away and studied the rest of 
the shop. “You do all this yourself?” 

“Yeah. It helps me deal with the shit in my head.” 
Deacon picked up a long, tapered piece of wood and handed 
it to Aaron. “Hickory. | find it’s the best wood for canes 
because of its strength, but that also makes it too hard to 
carve by hand.” He gestured to a set of power tools against 
the walls. “I try to use those to do the bulk of the work, but 
there’s nothing like working a piece of wood by hand to get 
me out of my head.” 

“Maybe | should take up woodworking,” Aaron muttered. 
The thought of being able to get out of his head sounded 
like a dream come true. 


“You serious? Because | could teach you the basics.” 

“You'd really do that, Sir?” Aaron asked. 

“Sure, aS long as you stick with Deacon and leave the sir 
at home.” 

Aaron felt his face heat as a blush worked its way up his 
neck and over his cheeks. “Sorry. Too many years being 
trained by my Grandma Alice first and the military second, | 
guess.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth he 
wanted to suck them back in. He was speaking to a 
decorated Marine. What had he been thinking to let 
something like that slip. 

“Which branch did you serve?” 

Aaron shook his head. “Army, but I don’t talk about it.” 

Deacon furrowed his brow. “I can respect that. | haven’t 
spoken to a soul about my years in the corps. There are 
some things a man needs to deal with in his own way.” 

“Yeah,” Aaron agreed. He was surprised Deacon didn’t 
push like most good-intentioned people. “I’m cheating. | see 
Dr Pritchard on a regular basis.” 

“That’s not cheating. Like | said, each man deals with 
pain in his own way.” 

Aaron reached out to steady himself against a partially 
finished willow-back chair. Although he knew little about 
Deacon, the man seemed to reach right in to a soul Aaron 
thought he’d lost long ago. He pointed towards a small 
table. “Could you teach me how to make one of those to 
match my bed?” 

“Tell you what, l'Il teach you to make the table and you 
let me do the carving.” Deacon held out his scarred hands. 
“These didn’t come from combat.” 

“m glad,” Aaron said. “At least those came from 
something you love doing.” 

“You're right.” 

The brass bells rang, indicating another customer. “I 
guess | should pay for the bed and get out of your hair.” 


Aaron eased towards the doorway. “Do you accept debit 
cards?” 

“Sure, but you can pay me later. If we’re going to make 
that table we'll have to get started.” 

For the first time since the death of his parents, Aaron 
honestly looked forward to something. Maybe it was 
Deacon’s quiet understanding that made Aaron feel so at 
peace around the older man. Aaron took one of the business 


cards from the stand next to the register. “I’ll call you with 
my work schedule and we can set something up.” 
“Sounds good. l'Il be waiting,” Deacon replied before 
going off in search of his customer. 
* k x x 


After closing the store for the night, Deacon eased his 
leg onto the wide leather footstool and sighed. Contrary to 
what most people chose to believe, Deacon hadn’t been 
injured in the war. In fact, he hadn’t even been active in the 
Marines at the time. 

When the outgoing director had asked him to head up 
The Agency, Deacon had jumped at the chance. He loved 
serving his country but was tired of hiding his relationship 
with Bobby, his partner of six years. The first few years as 
director had brought Deacon even closer to Bobby despite 
the occasional bit of required travel. 

Deacon took a drink of his bourbon and silently cursed 
the direction of his thoughts. Although the car wreck that 
had taken Bobby’s life and most of the muscle in Deacon’s 
leg was no accident, no one had been charged with the 
crime of purposely running them off the road. 

The phone rang, disrupting Deacon’s trip down memory 
lane. He set his glass on the table before answering. “Falling 
Limb Creations.” 

“Hi, it’s me, Aaron. | hope I’m not calling too late.” 

Deacon smiled. “Not at all, in fact, I’m glad you called. | 
was just sitting here feeling sorry for myself.” 


There was a slight pause before Aaron spoke, “Yeah, | 
know how that is.” There was another moment of silence 
before Aaron continued, “I went by the station on the way 
home and got my schedule.” 

“Excellent.” 

“Do you have a pen and paper handy?” Aaron asked. 

“Don’t need one. I’m here twenty-four seven, so anytime 
you feel like getting out of the house, come on by.” Deacon 
hoped he didn’t sound too eager. 

“Really?” 

Deacon tried to wipe the constant smile from his face, 
but there was something about Aaron that lit him up on the 
inside. He couldn’t remember ever being so taken with a 
man after an initial meeting. Even though Luke had talked to 
him at length about Aaron’s issues, Deacon hadn’t prepared 
himself for a physical response to Aaron. “Yeah, really,” he 
finally answered. 

“ld like that. Dr Pritchard has asked me for a while now 
to find a hobby. He thinks | spend too much time on my 
own.” 

“And do you?” Deacon asked, picking up his drink. 

“Generally, | don’t feel comfortable around people.” 

Deacon rubbed the cool glass against his lips. “What 
about me?” he dared to ask. 

“Yeah. I’d say it’s because you were in the service, but 
I've met several people that fought and none of them...” 
Aaron sighed. “Yes, | feel comfortable around you.” 

“Good.” Asking Aaron out on a date came to mind, but 
Deacon knew it was too soon. 

“Okay, I'll let you get back to whatever you were doing. | 
just wanted to tell you I’m off Thursday and Saturday. Next 
week I’m only working four days, so l'Il have even more 
time to devote to making that table.” 

Deacon detected a hint of loneliness in Aaron’s voice. 
“Have you eaten?” he asked. 

“Not yet. | thought I’d microwave some soup.” 


“Its Taco Tuesday. Care to share a table with me at 
O’Brien’s?” Deacon held his breath in anticipation of Aaron’s 
answer. 

“That’s where everyone goes, right? I’m not sure I’d be 
comfortable.” 

Deacon remembered the months following Bobby’s 
death and how hard it was to be around people. “Why don’t 
| go over and pick us up a big batch and bring ‘em back 
here?” 

“You don’t have to do that,” Aaron replied. 

“I know | don’t, but it gets old eating alone every night. 
I'd enjoy the company.” Although Deacon refused to think of 
it as a date, he realised it had been years since he’d sat 
down to dinner with another person. Knowing that person 
would be Aaron made it seem even more special. 

“Okay, then, yeah, I'd like that. Should | stop and get 
beer on the way?” Aaron asked before chuckling. “I’ve 
finally managed to convince the lady who owns the liquor 
store that my driver’s licence isn’t faked, and I’m indeed old 
enough to buy it.” 

“I’m more of a bourbon man, but feel free to bring some 
for yourself if you’d like. Sorry to say, | don’t have any 
here.” Aaron’s statement about the liquor store drove home 
the difference in their age. At twenty-four, Aaron still looked 
like a young man in his late teens or early twenties. At forty- 
five, Deacon was easily old enough to be Aaron’s father. He 
wondered if that’s how Aaron saw him? Maybe the unspoken 
ease between them had nothing to do with a romantic 
connection and everything to do with Aaron’s need for a 
father figure. 

“I'll just bring a couple | have in the fridge.” 

The excitement Deacon heard in Aaron’s voice gave him 
hope that he was worrying over nothing. “Meet you 
downstairs in thirty minutes?” 

“Sounds good,” Aaron said before hanging up. 


Deacon set the phone down. He swallowed the last of 
his drink and struggled to get back on his feet. Leaning 
heavily on his cane, Deacon entered the bathroom. He 
studied his heavy five o'clock shadow and decided he’d 
better shave again. Deacon reached for his electric razor 
and went to work. Kissing Aaron was only an outside 
possibility, but he knew how badly the coarse heavy 
whiskers could damage a lover’s skin. 

Deacon blinked several times as he continued to run the 
Shaver over his face. When had Aaron moved from someone 
he felt sorry for and wanted to help to potential lover? After 
Luke had asked him about helping Aaron, Deacon had used 
his resources to find out everything he could about the 
younger man. The information he’d obtained had been 
enough to convince Deacon the best way to help Aaron 
would be to wait him out. If Deacon had followed his initial 
reaction, he’d have scared Aaron off before they’d even had 
a chance to open a dialogue. 

When Aaron had walked into the shop earlier, it wasn’t 
hard to see the pain in his eyes, and unfortunately, Deacon 
knew exactly how it had gotten there. To even consider 
anything beyond friendship was despicable on Deacon’s 
part. The last thing Aaron needed was a man of Deacon's 
size and age to push him into something he wasn’t ready 
for. How many times had he been propositioned since 
Bobby’s death, and never once had he been tempted to 
open himself up, even for a single night of uncomplicated 
Sex. 

After his face was once again smooth, Deacon reached 
for his toothbrush. He spat the toothpaste into the sink 
before running a comb through his hair, which was, knock 
on wood, still as thick as it had always been. The only thing 
left on his vanity list was to change his shirt. Deacon tried 
not to think about his choice too much, telling himself he’d 
picked the white button-up merely because it was the 
closest to the front. It had absolutely nothing to do with the 


way it showed off his dark green eyes or his naturally 
bronzed skin. 

With a disgusted shake of his head, Deacon headed 
downstairs. It wasn’t easy managing the steep steps, but he 
refused to put in an elevator. Before leaving the shop, he 
took the time to turn on the small lamp in the centre of the 
large dining room table he proudly displayed in the 
showroom. Perhaps if he kept Aaron out of his apartment it 
would be easier to keep him out of his bed. 

* kx x OX 

Aaron arrived at the store with half a six-pack tucked 
under his arm. “Hello?” he called upon entering. 

When he received no reply, he shut the door behind him 
and tried again. “Deacon?” He made his way through the 
darkened store towards the only source of light, a large 
table with ornately carved legs. Aaron set the beer down 
and bent to examine Deacon’s work. What must it feel like 
to produce something so beautiful and long-lasting? 

The bells over the door sounded, startling Aaron. He 
dropped to the floor and waited. The tap of Deacon’s cane 
against the wood floor made Aaron feel like a fool. He got to 
his feet. “Hey,” he greeted, wiping his sweaty hands on his 
jeans. 

Deacon set two sacks of food on the table. “I went 
ahead and ordered some chips and guacamole.” 

Aaron was grateful Deacon hadn’t made a big deal out 
of his cowardice. “I love guacamole.” 

Deacon gestured to one of the matching chairs lined up 
around the table like sturdy sentinels. “Is it okay if we eat 
down here?” 

“Sure.” Aaron pulled out a chair and sat across from 
Deacon. “I’m glad you suggested this.” 

“Me, too.” Deacon removed four cardboard trays of 
tacos and several containers of salsa along with the chips 


and guacamole and set them on the table. “Go easy on the 
salsa, it’s usually pretty spicy.” 

“Thanks for the heads-up.” Aaron pulled one of the trays 
towards him and dug in. They ate in companionable silence 
with Aaron sneaking glances at Deacon. God, the man was 
handsome. “These are good.” 

With his mouth full, Deacon simply nodded. He waited 
until swallowing the bite before commenting, “I’ve yet to 
find something Jay can’t cook the hell out of.” 

Aaron hadn't been into O’Brien’s Pub, but he’d met both 
men at one of the parties his co-workers had invited him to. 
“PIL have to get up the nerve to go in someday.” 

Deacon reached across the table and tapped the back of 
his hand against Aaron’s. “It’s usually pretty quiet between 
four and five. That’s when | tend to sneak over and grab 
something to eat.” 

“I'll have to remember that.” Aaron finished off his third 
taco before pushing the tray towards Deacon. “You want 
this? | can’t eat another bite.” 

Already on his sixth taco, Deacon’s eyebrows rose in 
apparent surprise. “I thought you said you hadn’t eaten 
yet.” 

“I hadn’t. My grandma used to say there’s nothing 
wrong with still being a little hungry at the end of a meal. 
According to her, that’s why a large proportion of the 
population is overweight. Secretly, | think it’s because she 
didn’t have the money to feed a growing boy.” 

“Well, the food’ll just go to waste if we don’t eat it, so 
you might as well help me finish it up,” Deacon said, 
pushing the tray back to Aaron. 

Smiling, Aaron shrugged his shoulders and picked up the 
lone taco. “If you insist.” It would be hard to break old 
habits, but Aaron hoped to enjoy more meals with Deacon, 


so he’d better get used to eating more. 
* k k OK 


“I should probably be going,” Aaron said, glancing at the 
clock on the wall. 

Deacon followed suit, noting the time. “I can’t believe 
it’s after eleven.” He braced his hands on the arms of the 
willow chair they’d moved to after dinner, and reached for 
his cane. “What time do you have to be up in the morning?” 

“Duty at seven, up at six,” Aaron replied, gathering the 
trash they’d left on the table. 

“PIL do that.” Deacon walked over to the table and 
began to help Aaron clear it. “You should go home and get 
some sleep.” 

“I will, but first | need to help clean, otherwise you won’t 
invite me over again.” 

Deacon took the wadded papers from Aaron and stuffed 
them into one of the sacks. “As far as I’m concerned, you 
can eat with me any time you like.” 

Aaron bit his bottom lip. “Be careful, | might take you up 
on that offer.” 

“I| wouldn’t have said it if | didn’t mean it.” Deacon 
tossed the sack into the trashcan behind the front counter 
before returning to Aaron’s side. “I like you,” he admitted, 
meaning the words more than he really wanted to. 

Aaron looked up at Deacon. “Will you do something for 
me?” 

“Sure.” 

Aaron placed his palm on Deacon's chest. “You're the 
first person I’ve felt truly comfortable around since...” He 
removed his hand and looked down. “Well, | guess ever. I’m 
not sure if you’re feeling the friend vibe, or something more, 
but | was wondering if you’d kiss me?” 

Deacon reached for Aaron and pulled him into his arms. 
“It’s been a long time since I’ve wanted to kiss someone.” 

Aaron gazed up into Deacon's eyes. “And do you want to 
now?” 

“More than you know,” he whispered as he lowered his 
head. He brushed his lips across Aaron’s twice before 


sealing their mouths together. Not wanting to push, Deacon 
left his tongue in his mouth until he felt the warmth of 
Aaron’s pressing against the seam of his lips. With a moan 
of surrender, Deacon opened to Aaron’s passionate kiss. 

The longer they kissed, the more heated Deacon’s body 
became until he thought he either needed to break away or 
bend Aaron over the table and bury himself deep. The wiser 
portion of his brain took over and Deacon broke the kiss. 
“We'd better stop there.” 

“Why? Is there someone else?” Aaron asked, threading 
his fingers through Deacon’s hair. 

“Not for a long time,” Deacon replied, hoping to put 
Aaron’s mind at ease. “But | don’t think either one of us is 
ready to take this to the next level.” 

Aaron pressed his obvious erection against Deacon’s 
thigh. “There’s no doubt we're both physically ready, but | 
guess you're right. Better to get to know each other first.” 

Deacon wanted to confess that he already knew far 
more about Aaron than he should, but he kept his mouth 
shut. Instead, he dove back in for another deep kiss. It 
wasn’t until his leg started to shake that Deacon realised 
he’d dropped his cane to the floor when he'd pulled Aaron 
into his arms. He pulled back and licked his lips. “Any more 
of this, and I’m going to end up falling on my ass.” 

By the confused expression on Aaron’s face, it was 
obvious he didn’t understand Deacon’s statement. “Will you 
pick up my cane for me?” 

“Oh!” Aaron exclaimed. He stepped back and bent to 
pick up the cane before handing it over. “I forgot. I’m sorry.” 

“Never feel sorry for forgetting something like that.” 
Deacon wiped the sweat from his forehead. “But to be 
honest, | need to get upstairs before my leg gives out on me 
completely.” 

“You want me to help you?” Aaron asked. 

The thought of getting Aaron upstairs was tempting, too 
tempting. “Better not.” He winked, hoping to soothe the 


rebuff. Wrapping his free arm around Aaron’s waist, Deacon 
walked Aaron to the door. “Thanks for joining me for dinner.” 

Aaron grabbed for the door handle but didn’t open it 
right away. “I’m not usually like this.” 

“Like what?” 

“Needy. As a matter-of-fact, I’ve never really needed 
anyone.” He shook his head. “There’s something different 
about you. When I’m with you, | feel calm.” Aaron tapped 
his head against the wooden door. “Safe, | guess.” 

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Deacon soothed, 
running a hand down Aaron’s back. “Give me a call 
tomorrow if you get a chance.” 

Aaron turned and gave Deacon a quick peck on the lips. 
“T will.” 

Deacon locked the door as he watched Aaron get into 
his car. He waved as Aaron pulled out and stood there until 
he could no longer see the car’s taillights. After a trip 
around the store to turn off the lamps they’d used during 
their evening, he headed upstairs. 

Despite the feelings of euphoria at the prospect of holding 
Aaron again, Deacon knew there could never be anything 
serious between them until he came clean about digging 
into Aaron’s past. Unfortunately, if he did that, Aaron’s 
sense of trust in him would be ruined. Damn. 
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